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ABSTRACT 
THE EXPERIENCES OF LOW-SKILLED STUDENTS IN PUBLIC SCHOOL 
PHYSICAL EDUCATION CLASSES; THE SIGNIFICANCE OF BEING 
CHOSEN LAST 
MAY 1992 
PENELOPE A. PORTMAN, B.A. UNIVERSITY OF THE PACIFIC 
M.S. UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH CAROLINA 
Ed.D UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 
Directed by: Dr. Lawrence F. Locke 
Thirteen low-skilled sixth graders enrolled in 4 
classes in 3 different schools were identified using a 
combination of teachers’ rankings and skill test scores. 
The thirteen were interviewed both individually and in 
small groups, and were observed over two contiguous units 
of their physical education class. Use of the Brophy-Good 
Dyadic Interaction recording instrument was interspersed 
throughout the study. All low-skilled students experienced 
physical education classes as humiliating, frustrating, 
embarrassing, and barely tolerable. They were subjected to 
continuous criticism and harassment by their peers -- abuse 
which their teachers did not challenge or act to limit. 
Success was largely attributed to previous experience and 
luck. It was rarely attributed to instruction and practice. 
Failure was attributed to inability or lack of effort. 
Students devised a number of behaviors to reduce continued 
failure, from announcing failure in advance, to avoiding the 
v 
learning task. The professional rhetoric of "providing a 
positive learning environment for all" and "having fun in 
physical education class" must be re-examined in light of 
this study. 
vi 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
Page 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS.iv 
ABSTRACT.. 
LIST OF TABLES.ix 
CHAPTER 
I. INTRODUCTION.1 
II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE. 
Low Skill.5 
Identification.6 
Performance in Physical Education.10 
Differential Treatment.12 
Learned Helplessness.14 
III. METHOD.19 
Site Selection.19 
Selection of Students.21 
Procedures..22 
Field Observations.22 
Interaction System.22 
Interviews. 23 
Pilot Study.. . 25 
Analysis of Data.26 
IV. RESULTS 29 
Overview.29 
Site One.30 
Clinton Middle School.30 
Retriever (Teacher).... 32 
Class A.39 
Mary. 39 
Gretchen.44 
Heather. 4 7 
Norma.. . 52 
vn 
Class B 58 
Janice.58 
Fiona...64 
Phoebe.70 
aul.75 
Martin.79 
Site Two.85 
Beacon Elementary School.85 
Erma (Teacher).88 
Class C.91 
Yasmine.91 
Melanie.97 
Site Three.101 
Alpine Elementary School.101 
Mary Beth (Teacher)..104 
Class D.109 
Patricia.109 
Marsha. 115 
Summary of Teacher Profiles.120 
Personal Characteristics.120 
Interaction Patterns.121 
Teaching Style.122 
Skill Recognition and Attribution.123 
Teacher’s Relationship with the 
Investigator.124 
Summary of Student Profiles.124 
Personal Background..'.125 
Participation Patterns.125 
Attributions for Success.127 
Attributions for Failure.127 
Changes in the Physical Education 
Program.128 
Themes.129 
"I Like PE When I Am Successful".130 
"Mostly, Nobody Helps".134 
"Mostly, Everybody Yells At Me".137 
"I Can Do It Because I Have Done It 
Before .139 
"I Can’t Do It Because I Can’t".142 
viii 
"I Can’t, So Mostly I Don’t Try"...143 
Announcing failure in advance.144 
Avoiding learning tasks.144 
Acting out frustration.150 
Continuing to practice.151 
Summary.153 
”1 May Not Be The Worst".153 
"The Teacher Likes Boys More".158 
Themes Summary. 160 
V. CONCLUSION.162 
Comparison to the Literature Base.162 
Studies of Motor Performance.162 
Studies of Differential Treatment.166 
Learned Helplessness.169 
Educational Significance.171 
APPENDICES.177 
A. CONSENT FORMS. 178 
Teacher.178 
Parent.181 
Student..183 
B. INSTRUMENT.184 
C. INTERVIEW QUESTIONS.188 
Student.188 
Student Interview 1 . . . ..192 
Student Interview 2.194 
Student Interview 3 Low-Skilled 
Students Only.196 
Teacher.197 
D. PILOT STUDY.199 
E. INTERVIEW ANALYSIS CATEGORIES.201 
F. FIELD NOTES ANALYSIS CATEGORIES.203 
G. BIOGRAPHY.204 
BIBLIOGRAPHY.210 
IX 
LIST OF TABLES 
Table 
1. Summary of School Sites.208 
2. * Summary of Low-Skilled Students’ Failure 
Avoidance Behaviors, Attributions for 
Success, and Attributions for Failure.209 
x 
CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
In every public school physical education class, a 
causal observer would notice students performing tasks at 
different levels of mastery. Some of the students would 
perform the task well, others would perform modestly well, 
while the performance of others would display clear evidence 
of delay in their motor development. Detailed descriptions 
and analysis of such performance differences are available 
in the research literature, yet there are few systematic 
accounts of performance differences in physical education 
classes which go much beyond what casual observers could 
report. 
Some things, of course, the casual visitor would not be 
able to observe simply by watching a class in action. Less 
visible, for example, would be the cumulative motoric, 
social, and psychological consequences for the low skilled 
in the physical education setting. Less obvious, also, 
would be the subtle patterns of social interaction involving 
the low skilled within the class. 
Not only do we lack systematic information about both 
the specific behavior patterns of the low skilled and the 
long term consequences of being low skilled, but there are 
no descriptions of intact physical education classes which 
reveal the part played by low-skilled students in the day- 
to-day events of teaching and learning. Physical education 
is a subject matter offered in the school curriculum because 
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it has important educational consequences for children. As 
there are in virtually every physical education class 
significant numbers of students who are not doing well, it 
behooves us to begin to understand why. 
Some information is available on both the 
identification of low skilled children and the related 
behaviors of teachers and students in physical education 
classes. Neither, however, provide much more than 
tantalizing clues about the experiences of low skilled 
students. 
Studies of intact physical education classes have 
investigated such areas as the relationship between teacher 
expectation and student performance, participation patterns 
of school students in team games, and the ways in which 
gender and ability influence behavior and interactions in a 
game. At present, however, there are no studies which focus 
exclusively on low-skilled students in the natural setting 
of intact physical education classes and, particularly, none 
which examine their experiences and the patterns of 
interactions among low-skilled students and their teachers 
and classmates. 
To the degree that in physical education classes the 
level of performance for some students is persistently below 
that of their peers, we may regard them as disadvantaged 
learners. This lack of advantage has at least three 
origins: 1) causes resident in the pupil, including both 
physical limitations and those which reflect psychological 
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or social dysfunction, 2) causes resident in the nature of 
the class context, including inappropriate content, 
inadequate modes of instruction, or insufficient opportunity 
to practice, and 3) causes which develop over time as a 
consequence of the pupil’s learning to cope with the 
experience of being a low-skilled student in a physical 
education class. 
The purpose of this study was to describe the 
experiences of low-skilled students in physical education 
classes, to interpret those experiences, and to suggest 
their educational significance. The study employed 
qualitative methodologies, namely non-participation 
observation, field notes and interviews; while using a 
quantitative observation system to record interactions among 
teachers and students as a supplement to the qualitative 
data. 
A construct central to the study was the category "Low- 
Skilled Students" which was operationally defined as 
including all students who scored below the 25th percentile 
on an activity-specific skill test and who also were ranked 
by the physical education teacher in the bottom third of the 
class distribution for skill performance. 
CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Skillful movement requires that the child performs a 
variety of sustained muscular contractions which are 
appropriately controlled in force and well organized in time 
and space (Williams, 1981). This means that if the child is 
to be skillful, whether in catching and striking or in 
cutting and pasting, appropriate groups of muscles must be 
activated to produce the movement and maintain the posture 
that supports the movement (Glencross, 1978). This is no 
simple task even for an adult. 
For the beginner, the first attempts at a complex motor 
skill often are met with uneven efforts, infrequent 
successes, and immature patterns. With practice, both the 
temporal and spatial motor program is put into place and the 
result is a more efficient and effective execution of the 
motor skill. 
For some children, the amount of practice needed to 
master a motor skill is considerably less than for others. 
In contrast, other children never seem to master even a 
rudimentary level of skillful performance, or are unable to 
transfer what they do learn from the practice setting to 
more game-like situations. Those who persistently display 
inadequate or inappropriate motor patterns in their attempts 
to learn motor skills are commonly labeled with such 
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pejorative terms as awkward, clumsy, or uncoordinated. For 
the purpose of this study they have been called, simply, the 
low skilled. 
Many questions could be asked about low-skilled 
students and their performance in a physical education 
class. One set of questions revolves around the possible 
causes for this behavior, such as inadequate instruction, 
lack of motivation, or neurological deficit. Another set of 
questions centers around the responses teachers and students 
make to persons exhibiting low skill, such as encouraging, 
ignoring, or criticizing. A final set of questions focuses 
on the explanations low skilled students give for the 
success or failure of their performance and that of others. 
The intent of this section is to review the relevant 
literature in three areas, a) low skill, b) differential 
treatment, and c) learned helplessness. Each area yields a 
slightly different perspective for explaining behaviors of 
low skilled children in physical education classes. With 
the exception of learned helplessness, these areas had been 
used in previous research involving physical education 
classes. 
Low Skill 
The first area of review is literature pertaining to 
the identification of low-skilled students and their 
performance in physical education classes. Extensive 
information is available on the identification of the low- 
skilled child through tests of fine and gross motor skills. 
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These motor tests have been developed and administered 
largely in laboratory settings, as have intervention studies 
involving evaluation of the impact of programs designed to 
increase fine or gross motor coordination of individual 
students. 
Identification 
Motor development research yields information on 
identifying characteristics of the low-skilled person 
(Haubenstricker & Seefeldt, 1974) and on the prevalence of 
low-skilled students in physical education classes (Gubbay, 
1975; Henderson & Hall, 1982; Rutter, Graham, & Yule, 1970; 
Keogh, Sugden, Reynard, & Calkins, 1979). 
Low-skilled children are considered to be those whose 
motor responses do not fit the situation in which they find 
themselves. In the classroom, they may collide with 
objects, bump into classmates, or drop whatever they are 
carrying. In the physical education setting, they have 
difficulty learning motor skills and usually are ineffective 
when asked to apply their skills in play with their peers. 
Most often, they are chosen last for competitive games. 
Haubenstricker (1982) suggests these children, when given 
the choice, avoid physical activity or prefer to play with 
younger children. Other children, especially boys, may 
assume the role of class bully or clown to compensate for 
their motor ineptness. 
Haubenstricker and Seefeldt (1974) have identified ten 
characteristics (summarized below) which differentiate the 
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low-skilled child from the normal child. They suggest that 
none of the characteristics are mutually exclusive: a 
particular child may exhibit one or more of them, but not 
necessarily all. 
1) Inconsistency in Performance is evidenced by 
greater trial-to-trial variation in performing a specific 
motor task. Clumsy children often vacillate among 
developmental levels during performance. While such 
inconsistency generally occurs during early skill learning 
and in young children, it persists in low-skilled children 
throughout their school years. 
2) Preservation involves the continuance of a task or 
behavior when the circumstances no longer require it. For 
example, a low-skilled child once having achieved success in 
a skill will continue after the teacher has asked everyone 
to stop. Another example includes the continuation of a 
dribbling motion with the hand and arm after control of the 
ball has been lost. 
3) Mirroring is the inability to separate their 
directional movement from those of the teacher. This 
dependency persists beyond the age when most children can 
respond independently to verbal cues. 
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4) Asymmetry of body parts in activities that normally 
require bilateral use of the arms or legs is another 
characteristic associated with low-skilled children. 
Frequently one of the body limbs is held in a rigid fashion 
rather than assisting in balance or force production. 
5) Loss of dynamic balance or the inability to 
maintain postural control of the body in relation to gravity 
may be the major reason why low-skilled children appear 
uncoordinated when performing gross motor skills. 
6) Falling to the ground (loss of balance) after 
performance of gross motor skills such as hopping, jumping, 
throwing, and striking can often be observed in low-skilled 
children, particularly at the younger ages. 
7) Extraneous movements incorporated into the pattern 
of gross motor skills also give children the appearance of 
clumsiness. The inclusion of unnecessary movements disrupts 
the organization of motor skills (temporal and serial) so 
that their execution no longer appears smooth and efficient. 
8) Inability to maintain a rhythmical pattern has been 
observed in some low-skilled children. Children have 
difficulty following the pace set by the teacher on 
rhythmical tasks, they tend to accelerate the pace. On 
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tasks where the rhythm is self-imposed, low skilled children 
are unable to perform the task more than three or four times 
in sequence. 
9) Inability to control force is a critical deficiency 
in motor skill learning. Low-skilled children tend to 
generate too much force on skills requiring control and too 
little force on tasks requiring power. 
10) Inappropriate motor planning is another 
distinguishing trait of low-skilled children. Appropriate 
motor responses depend on the proper integration of sensory 
input with past experiences. The lack of past experiences 
and/or integrative ability is evidenced by the 
misapplication of force and by the delay of response. 
What the motor development literature suggests is that 
low-skilled children can be identified through a series of 
fine and gross motor measures, or by observing the low 
skilled student attempting to execute a skill. In addition, 
the research reveals that approximately 10 percent of the 
population of any given class are likely to be low skilled. 
The exact figure provided by any study is a function of the 
criterion used, the measurement employed, and the population 
studied. 
The predicted percentage of low-skilled children in a 
population sample ranges from 5 to 20 percent. Gubbay’s 
(1975) testing of 919 children between the ages of eight and 
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twelve found that 6% of the sample met the criteria for 
designation as low skilled (only 39% of those low-skilled 
students were identified by their teachers as unduly clumsy 
in handwriting, body agility, and sporting ability). Rutter 
et al. (1970) identified 15% of their sample of school 
children as moderately low skilled and 5% as severely low 
skilled using cut-offs of one and two standard deviations 
respectively below the mean on the Oserestsky test. Teacher 
ratings were used by Henderson and Hall (1982) as an 
assessment in which 5% of young school children were 
identified as low skilled. A multiple screening assessment 
used by Keogh et al. (1979) identified 9% of six-year-old 
boys as low skilled. An interesting note, is that, with the 
exception of Gubbay’s (1975) study, more boys than girls are 
identified as low skilled, by ratios of two to one or more 
(Sudgen & Keogh, 1990). 
Performance in Physical Education 
To date, there have been no studies in which the 
primary intention was to observe low-skilled students in 
physical education classes. Recent studies, however, have 
begun to reveal some interesting relationships between low- 
skill performance and content development in the teaching of 
complex motor skills such as those involved in playing the 
game of volleyball during high school physical education 
classes (Rink, French, & Werner, 1990; French, Rink, 
Rikard, & Werner, 1991; Buck & Harrison, 1990). These 
studies suggest that low-skilled students do not get enough 
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practice trials to improve performance and cannot profit 
from controlled practice progressions. Even when the low- 
skilled students make progress, they are unable to execute 
the skill successfully if the level of difficulty increases. 
Given instruction and practice in a skill, Rink et al. 
(1990) found that low-skilled students improved slightly in 
their post-test scores on simple tests of basic skills such 
as the set and the serve. These students, however, had 
little success once required to use the skill in an actual 
game setting or even in simplified and less demanding 
playing conditions. The authors concluded that the set and 
serve were not appropriate skills for these students as they 
were are unable to make the necessary motor adjustments 
required by game-like conditions. 
French et al. (1991) compared the effectiveness of 
practice progressions on learning the volleyball serve and 
overhead set. For the serve, they found the low-skilled 
students began with no ability to get the ball over the net, 
practiced with little success, and exhibited little success 
on the posttest, regardless of their progression group. The 
investigators attributed the low rate of success to an 
inability to produce sufficient force to serve the ball over 
the net. On the set, the investigators found that as the 
level of difficulty increased, the success level of the low 
skilled students deteriorated, variability increased, and no 
improvement was noted on the posttest, again irrespective of 
progression conditions. 
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Buck and Harrison (1990) studied participants in two 
college co-educational, beginning volleyball classes. They 
compared the number of correct trials to total trials during 
skill practice and game play. They found that in a typical 
class period, lower-skilled students did not get as many 
correct or total trials as higher-skilled students. Low- 
skilled students tended to avoid the served ball during game 
play. Not surprisingly, these students showed no increase 
in the number of correct or total trials across the 
semester. The authors note that game play did not increase 
the performance of students. As the instructional emphasis 
focused on game strategies, the level of play declined and 
high-skilled students became more aggressive and "took every 
ball they could reach" (P. 42). 
In summary, the research suggests that motor skill 
performance of low-skilled students does not improve even in 
settings where the instructional variables, progressions, 
and motivation appear adequate to the needs of other 
students. Indeed, there is some indication that as time 
passes in the typical physical education activity unit, the 
performance level of low-skill students may deteriorate. 
Differential Treatment 
A second area of related literature concerns 
differential treatment of the low skilled by teachers and 
other students. Rosenthal (1974) wrote in Pygmalion in the 
Classroom: Teacher’s Expectations and Pupil’s Intellectual 
Development that 
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"To a great extent, our expectations for another 
person’s behavior are accurate because we know the 
person’s past behavior. But there is now good reason 
to believe that another factor increases our accuracy 
of interpersonal prediction or prophesies... our 
prediction may itself be a factor in determining the 
behavior of other people" (p. 34). 
Rosenthal’s concept of self-fulfilling prophecy has been 
confirmed in classroom research (Clifford & Walster, 1973; 
Dweck, Davidson, Nelson, & Enna, 1978; Good, 1983; 
Leinhardt, Seewald, & Engel, 1979; Spaulding, 1963) and the 
physical education literature (Dunbar & O’Sullivan, 1985; 
Griffin, 1981; Martinek & Johnson, 1979; Oien, 1979). 
Teachers treat different students differently. 
Students do not get equal opportunities to participate nor 
do they receive equal amounts and kinds of feedback or 
reinforcement from their teachers. Areas of differential 
treatment by teachers include gender, motor performance, 
motor ability, and physical attractiveness. Ways in which 
teachers provide differential treatment include frequency of 
contacts, nature of the contact, nature or extent of formal 
and informal conversations, feedback, rewards, and 
punishments. 
Not only do teachers treat different students 
differently, but at least one study suggests that students 
treat their classmates differently by gender and skill level 
(Solomon, 1977). Having tested fifth graders separately for 
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perceived and actual ability to catch and throw a ball, four 
teams of four persons each played games of Newcombe. The 
researcher found that high ability girls gave away twice as 
many passes as boys who had high ability. Girls who were 
the second highest ability players received fewer passes 
than boys who were the lowest. Regardless of their actual 
ability, girls tended to regard boys as being better able to 
score points for the team than other girls. They tended to 
verbally support one another when a girl passed the ball to 
a boy. The boys, on the other hand, tended to keep their 
turns for themselves, passing only once in 12 times. More 
often than not, the boys but not the girls were praised by 
other teammates for attempting a throw over the net. 
Learned Helplessness 
A third area of related literature employs the 
theoretical construct of learned helplessness. Learned 
helplessness provides a way of understanding how students 
react, over time, to failure and unsuccessful experiences in 
physical education. The idea that one may learn to be 
helpless was developed within attribution theory and a brief 
explanation of the latter is necessary to put the construct 
of learned helplessness theory into perspective. 
Attribution theory focuses on the reasons a person uses 
to understand the perceived causes of events, explain them 
and predict behavior encountered in everyday life (Heider, 
1958). It assumes that when individuals succeed or fail at 
a task, they go through a process by which they judge why 
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they succeeded or failed. Everyone "attributes" the outcome 
of their efforts to particular causes. Most often ability, 
effort, luck, or task difficulty are used to explain success 
and failure. 
Emotions accompany experiences of success and failure 
and their explanations. Emotions of satisfaction, pride, 
confidence, and gratitude are associated with success, while 
anger, depression, shame, and feelings of incompetence are 
associated with failure. Attributing failure to lack of 
effort produces feelings of shame or guilt, whereas 
attributing failure to lack of ability results in feelings 
of incompetence. In failure situations, an individual who 
perceives a cause to be both internal (i.e., to do with the 
self) and uncontrollable (i.e., beyond personal influence) 
experiences feelings of incompetence and shame. If such an 
attribution is further perceived as being stable (i.e., 
unchangeable over time), then expectancy for future failure 
is increased and feelings of resignation and apathy tend to 
follow (Robinson, 1990). These findings have been supported 
by studies in academic and physical education settings 
(Forsyth & McMillan, 1981; McAuley, Russell, & Gross, 1983). 
The effect of chronic failure is known as the 
phenomenon of learned helplessness. In the area of learned 
helplessness, a substantial body of literature is available 
that compares the learning behaviors of success-oriented 
children with those of failure-oriented children in the 
classroom (Nicholls, 1984, Weiner, 1984, 1985). This 
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literature reveals interesting information on the behavior 
patterns of low-skilled students in a competitive setting. 
Although no such literature base exists in physical 
education, the competitive nature of the classroom and 
physical education are similar and it is not unreasonable to 
believe that some of the findings are applicable. 
Classroom evidence suggests that success-oriented 
children tend to attribute their successful outcomes 
primarily to high ability. Following failure outcomes, they 
tend to attribute low effort or not to make any attributions 
at all, choosing to remain task-focused and employing 
consistent self-monitoring and varied strategies in their 
pursuit of success. These children are able to sustain high 
levels of motivation and are not easily discouraged by 
difficulties or minor setbacks. They also tend to consider 
failure as temporary and surmountable. Generally, success- 
oriented children enjoy working on difficult tasks and 
showing improvement in their performance over time. 
In contrast, failure-oriented children tend to find 
evaluation settings aversive. They tend to attribute 
failure to internal and uncontrollable factors (primarily 
low ability) and have difficulty in accepting their own 
success -- such outcomes typically being attributed to 
external factors (luck or help from others). They have 
difficulty sustaining motivation or interest on difficult 
tasks and also have difficulty concentrating on the tasks, 
their thoughts frequently wandering to task-irrelevant and 
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self-deprecatory subjects. These children quickly become 
discouraged by minor setbacks, viewing the setbacks as clear 
evidence of their low ability, and give up quickly after 
initial failures have occurred (Dweck and Wortman, 1982). 
Because self-ascriptions of low ability become the 
dominant concern of the failure-oriented child, particularly 
in competitive achievement contexts, it is understandable 
that students will give up or become preoccupied with 
behaviors designed to protect a sense of self-worth. Such 
behaviors help pave the way for many students to try simply 
to avoid failure rather that to strive for success. 
Covington and Berry (1976) have identified several 
self-serving tactics designed to avoid failure. These 
include non-participation (i.e., absenteeism, chronic 
inattention), conditional participation (i.e., setting 
unattainable personal goals), and ensuring success (by 
setting goals well below personal ability levels). In the 
long run, such tactics perpetuate learned helplessness in 
that there is a reduction of the students’ opportunities 
both to learn the presented activity and to develop positive 
coping strategies to deal with failure experiences 
(Robinson, 1990). 
It is not unreasonable to imagine that failure-oriented 
children can be found within the physical education setting 
as well as within the classroom. That is, one would 
suppose, there are children in physical education classes 
who experience themselves as chronic failures, who attribute 
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their failures to their own low ability, who ultimately 
believe themselves to be failures, and who use several self- 
serving tactics in order to avoid failure situations. 
Classroom literature would suggest failure-oriented children 
are also the low-skilled students. 
CHAPTER III 
METHOD 
Site Selection 
Four sixth grade classes from 3 different school 
districts were selected to participate in the study. At two 
schools, sixth grade was the culminating year of elementary 
schooling, while at the third school, sixth grade was the 
first year of a middle school. 
Sixth grade children were selected because of their 
ability to distinguish differences in personal effort and to 
describe their successes and failures. Not until the child 
reaches 11 to 13 years of age, is ability conceived as a 
capacity which limits the effect of effort on motor 
performance (Duda, 1981). In contrast to students at lower 
grade levels, sixth grade children should be able to give 
more reflective and varied responses to questions regarding 
their perception of skill tasks and to make clear self- 
ascriptions concerning success and failure. On the other 
hand, sixth grade children may not yet be stigmatized for 
their performance by their peers to the point of being 
unable or unwilling to answer interview questions. 
The participating schools were selected on the basis of 
geographic proximity to the University. Informal contact 
was made to solicit cooperation of the physical education 
teachers prior to securing formal permission from district 
administrators and individual school principals. 
Subsequently full informed consent permission was solicited 
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and obtained from the physical education teachers whose 
classes would be observed. A copy of the document can be 
found in Appendix A. Each of the physical education 
teachers had been teaching for a minimum of three years and 
had not previously had any direct and substantial 
professional contact with the researcher. 
Permission forms were sent to the parents of each 
student in the selected classes. The permission form stated 
the nature of the project, the length and number of class 
observations (each class was observed for consecutive class 
sessions within which two different units were taught) and 
sought permission to interview their son/daughter. The 
procedures for confidentiality were explained to the parents 
and teachers. A copy of the parental permission form can be 
found in Appendix A. 
The physical education teachers informed the students 
of the observations in advance of the first day of the unit. 
On the first day, the physical education teachers introduced 
the observer to the entire class. The observer said that a) 
she was from the University of Massachusetts and interested 
in observing 6th grade students and their teachers in 
physical education classes, b) she would be asking some of 
the students about their experiences and feelings about 
physical education and what they do in the class, and c) she 
was willing to answer questions about her presence as an 
observer, either then or at any future time. 
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Selection of Students 
Two methods, skill tests and teacher judgment, were 
used to identify the low-skilled students in the physical 
education classes. First, on the initial day of each unit 
an activity-specific skill test was administered by the 
teacher with the assistance of the investigator. Slightly, 
modified versions of the American Alliance for Health, 
Physical Education, and Recreation Skill Tests (1967) were 
used. The particular skill tests were used because of their 
ease of administration, and their discrimination of skill 
performance levels. Students whose scores fell in the lower 
25th percentile of the class were considered have low 
skilled test performance. Second, the teacher was asked to 
divide the students into three levels of predicted skill 
performance for the unit (high, middle, and low). This 
ordering was done before the testing at the start of each 
unit. Those students whose skill test scores placed them in 
the lower fourth of the class and who also were ranked by 
the teacher in the low-skilled category were identified as 
the low skilled population initially targeted for this 
study. 
The two methods of assessment were used to insure a 
broad base for identification of the low-skilled students. 
The first measure, a skill test, provided some objective 
performance information. The second measure, an estimate of 
skill performance level based on the teacher’s experience 
and judgment, provided information from the teacher’s 
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vantage point of (a) knowing the content of the unit, (b) 
knowing what has been taught previously and, (c) knowing 
each student’s past performance in class. 
Procedures 
The methods used to gather information for this study 
were field observations, an interaction recording system, 
and interviews. Each of the methods provided different 
kinds of information which were employed in describing and 
understanding the behaviors and experiences of low-skilled 
students in physical education. 
Field Observations 
Although all of the categories for gathering 
information from nonparticipant observation could not be 
known in advance, pilot trials provided some initial 
categories as a starting point for the first day. These 
included: (a) description of the setting, (b) student 
engagement (e.g., number and success of practice trials, 
on/off task behaviors, compliance with or avoidance of 
managerial instructions), and (c) progression of 
instructional tasks within the unit. 
Interaction System 
The Brophy-Good Teacher-Child Dyadic Interaction System 
(Brophy & Good, 1970) was modified to include interactions 
between students (as well as between teacher and students). 
This instrument was selected because it provides a record of 
a wide range of classroom behaviors and, in particular, 
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determines whether individual students receive more or less 
of certain behaviors than other students. The system 
allowed teacher-student/student-student contacts to be 
further divided into procedural contacts, work-related 
contacts, and behavioral contacts. Information about the 
category system used in this study and inter- and intra¬ 
observer reliability are presented in Appendix B. 
Student and teacher interaction behaviors were coded on 
days 3 and 7 of each unit. During the first 3 minutes of 
each recording day, interaction between the teacher and all 
students were coded. For the remainder of the class period, 
the total interactions received from both the teacher and 
other students by each low skilled student and one randomly 
selected high- and one medium-skilled student were recorded. 
For this process, however, the target students were observed 
one at a time. The coder watched a new student every 3 
minutes, until all the selected students had been observed. 
Whenever additional class time remained, the procedure of 
recording was repeated. 
Interviews 
The physical education teachers, the low skilled 
students, and other selected students were interviewed. The 
teachers were interviewed three times; once at the beginning 
of the unit, once at the end of the first unit or at the 
beginning of the second unit, and once after the end of the 
final unit. All three teacher interviews used a similar 
format of conversation, reflective questions, and probes. 
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The first interview focussed on expectations and objectives 
for the unit. The second interview asked the teacher to 
reflect on the first unit (for example: How did it go? Did 
you meet your objectives? Did children progress as much as 
expected? Did any children do unexpectedly well or poorly 
in skill acquisition?) and to talk through their objectives 
and expectations for the upcoming unit. The final interview 
focussed on evaluation of achievement by individual students 
-- using a sample which included the low-skilled students. 
All the interviews were held in the teachers’ offices during 
their lunch or conference periods. The interviews were tape 
recorded and transcribed. 
Students were interviewed at three different times 
across the observation period (within the first two weeks of 
the first unit, within two week after the first interview, 
and during the last two weeks of the unit). The interviews 
were held outside of the physical education class during 
lunch or study periods. A neutral room in the school was 
used for the interviews. These interviews were tape 
recorded and later transcribed. 
In order to protect the low-skilled students, and to 
elicit information from a wide group of students within the 
classes, students were interviewed both individually and in 
groups. Two groups of five students, each homogeneously 
grouped by gender (one all male and one all female) and 
heterogeneously grouped by skill level were interviewed 
first. All of the low-skilled students were scattered among 
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two interview groups. Other students who participated in 
the interviews were randomly selected from the teacher’s 
middle- and high-skill groupings. This first interview 
focussed on information about the physical education class, 
including rules and routines, curriculum, and personal likes 
and dislikes. 
The second interviews took place with two weeks after 
the first interview. Students were grouped homogeneously by 
skill and heterogeneously by gender. All low-skilled 
students were interviewed as a group, and as were other 
students selected from the teacher’s high- and middle-skill 
groupings. The second interview focussed on student 
feelings about physical education class, self-ascriptions of 
ability, success and failure, and self-performance 
expectations. 
The third set of interviews were held during the last 
two weeks of the unit. These individual interviews with the 
low-skilled students only sought information on how they 
felt about particular situations which occurred during the 
observation period in their physical education class. The 
questions asked in the teacher and student interviews are 
found in Appendix C. 
Pilot Study 
A pilot study was conducted to test the interview 
questions (students and teachers) and to establish intra- 
and inter-observer reliability in use of the interaction 
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system. A further explanation of the pilot and its results 
are found in Appendix D. 
Analysis of Data 
Descriptive information was obtained from several 
sources: interviews with students and teachers, field 
observations, and quantitative data from the interaction 
observation system. The information was analyzed in four 
stages: sorting and display of raw data, production of 
intermediate products, description of low-skilled student 
experiences, and description of themes. 
First, the information gathered from each source was 
analyzed separately and the data underwent reduction 
procedures and preparation for display. Frequency counts 
and descriptive statistics were used to reduce the raw data 
collected with the interaction observation system. All of 
the teacher interviews and the student group interviews 
(interviews 1 & 2) and all of the individual student 
interviews (interview 3) were transcribed by the 
investigator from tapes to typewritten text. Procedures for 
selecting data units for transcription are explained in 
Appendix E. 
Second, field notes were reviewed, supplemented, and at 
the end of each week typed into a standard format. 
Comments, emerging hypotheses, and methodological concerns 
were recorded each day in a separate research log. An 
overall description of each school, each building, the 
physical education teacher, and the make-up of each class 
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(gender, ethnic background, etc.) was prepared. A brief 
descriptive profile of each class was prepared at the end of 
each week. This included the daily routines for practice, 
instruction, and management, description of the space in 
which the unit was taught, equipment used for instruction, 
content covered, estimates of student engagement, provisions 
for individualization of practice, and changes relative to 
the previous week. Finally, both field notes and the 
interview transcripts were coded for units which were then 
sorted into an initial sets of analytic categories. These 
categories are found in Appendix F. 
With these intermediate products and data displays at 
hand, attention was then turned to the low-skilled students. 
Using the information from all three sources, profiles of 
each low-skilled student were constructed. Each profile 
consisted of three sections: a) general description of the 
student including, for example: physical characteristics and 
response on the skill tests, b) description of in-class 
behaviors including number of trials taken, levels of 
success, and reactions to teacher encouragement and 
feedback, and c) student perceptions of the class, the 
subject matter, teacher expectations, and their own 
performance including their attributions of success and 
failure. 
Finally, using the individual profiles, the categorized 
data sets, and the frequency data from systematic 
observation, the total was inspected for the presence of 
patterns which appeared to be common to most or all low- 
skilled students, both in terms of their observed 
performance in class and their related explanations and 
feelings about those events. These were described as theme 
which characterized the experience of the low skilled in 
physical education classes. 
CHAPTER IV 
RESULTS 
Overview 
This introduction includes a description of each of the 
three school sites, profiles of each teacher, and profiles 
of the individual low-skilled students. For ease of 
reading, the teacher and student descriptions are organized 
under their respective school sites. 
The intent of the school profiles is to provide a brief 
descriptive sketch of the environment within which the low- 
skilled students participate (see Table 1). Included within 
each profile is a description of the community surrounding 
the school, the school building, the role of the 
administrator, and the ambiance among faculty. Data were 
obtained from teacher interviews, informal conversations 
with other faculty, administrators, and support staff, and 
from personal observations. 
The teacher’s profiles are intended to describe the 
actions and beliefs of the person responsible for teaching 
the physical education class. Included in each teacher’s 
profile is a brief personal history, a description of 
typical interaction patterns with students, and attributions 
for students’ success and non-success in the physical 
education class. The information for these profiles came 
from teacher interviews, the interaction coding, notes, and 
informal conversations with the teacher. 
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Profiles of low-skilled students are intended to give 
the reader information about the individual students. Each 
profile contains a general physical and academic description 
of the student, a sample of in-class behaviors, and 
attributions given for success and failure. Data for the 
profiles were provided by interviews, field notes, skill 
tests, and the Brophy-Good Dyadic Interaction coding. 
Site One 
Clinton Middle School 
Clinton Middle School is a small 6th-8th grade public 
school located in a residential town in western 
Massachusetts. The student population of 450 is almost 100% 
Caucasian, from either working class or middle class 
families, often distinguished as much by the area in the 
town where the families reside as by their annual income. 
The community is stable. About 86% of the middle school 
students attended the town’s elementary school. Almost all 
will attend the high school and some 85% percent of the 
graduates will go immediately on to college. 
The school was built in 1969 and is shaped like a 
capital ’’I”. At the top of the ”1” is classrooms, the 
library, art, resource rooms, homemaking, and the teachers 
lounge. At the bottom of the "I” is the administrative 
offices, the counselors offices, the entrance to the school, 
the nurse, cafeteria, 2 music (band and choral) rooms, the 
woodshop room, and the physical education facilities. 
Connecting the two ends of the ”1" is a hallway. In total 
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there are 32 teachers, 2 administrators, 2 counselors, 1 
nurse, 4 resource specialists, 1 librarian, and many support 
staff who work daily within the building. Several of the 
teachers, staff, and one administrator have been at the 
school over fifteen years and have formed friendships which 
go beyond the school. 
The tone of student management is firm but relaxed. 
People gave a sigh of relief when a teacher from their 
school was chosen as the new Assistant Principal for this 
school year, thus assuring a continuation of what most 
regard as a comfortable social order. During the period of 
observation, he was often seen walking in the hallways, 
moving students toward class, and disciplining them in his 
office. This in sharp contrast with the Principal who was 
rarely visible. 
Student art, as well as announcements about school 
events such as the triathalon, take up space on all interior 
walls. This decor along with frequent hallway windows 
brighten up the otherwise sterile corridors. 
The physical education program is taught by two 
specialists, one who has been there since the school opened, 
22 years and the other, for three years. Both are proud 
their facilities and their program. The facilities include 
locker rooms for changing (the girls locker room was just 
refurbished) with connecting office spaces, a pool, a full 
size gym with six basketball hoops around the edges, outside 
blacktop space, and two fields (each at least the size of a 
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football field). The curriculum is primarily team games 
oriented with fitness testing, gymnastics, swimming, and 
track and field interspersed with soccer, softball, 
volleyball, basketball. 
The sixth graders are divided into six homerooms, 
clustered into 2 groups of three homerooms for their 
academic subjects. For physical education, two homerooms 
come at a time. For all units, except swimming, each 
instructor teaches one homeroom. For swimming and the 
accompaning volleyball and basketball units the students are 
divided by swimming ability. 
There are no school sponsored athletic teams for the 
students. Community recreation leagues offer 11 different 
sports in any one year. Almost all the sixth graders play 
at least one sport if not two or three during the year. 
There is a strong music program. All sixth students take 
choral or instrumental music for one semester. This year, 
the middle school jazz band won the highest award at the 
Commonwealth competiton. The choral music was preparing for 
their Commonwealth concert competition as were the Bell 
Ringers. 
Retriever (Teacher) 
Retriever is the oldest of the three physical education 
teachers observed. At fifty-five years of age, she is 
retiring at the end of this school year. Her primary 
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reasons for early retirement are chronic back and knee 
problems. She enjoys working around her house (her mother 
lives with her), playing with her dog, and travelling. 
Retriever has been at the middle school since it opened 
in 1969. Her school responsibilities include teaching four 
to five classes a day, supervising the cafeteria during 
lunch, and periodically helping with bus duty or in the 
library. Her beliefs about teaching physical education are 
derived in part from her undergraduate schooling and in part 
from her extensive experience in sports and games. New 
ideas about curriculum have come from the work of teaching, 
from her male counterpart, or from the district physical 
education consultant. Although they are regularly available 
in the area, Retriever hasn’t attended inservice workshops 
on physical education for several years. 
Her manner in the classroom is brisk and business-like. 
The routines are predicatible. The classes gather on the 
bleachers, girls and boys sitting apart from each other. 
Roll is taken, announcements made, instructions given, and 
the drills or the game begun. The activity time is 
punctuated with periods of instruction. The class is 
dismissed directly from the activity. 
The intended goals she articulated for the sixth grade 
physical education program at the middle school are: to 
expose students to a wide variety of activities, to develop 
student’s interests in sports, and to make physical 
education a positive experience. The curriculum is a blend 
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of team and individual sports with an occasional short 
fitness unit. The team games component consists of 
basketball, soccer, volleyball, and softball. Individual 
sports are swimming, track and field, and gymnastics. 
The means to these ends is an instructional program. 
"We have to teach skills" (pg. 1 : 1 ) . . ."We have the equipment 
[softball] so that every kid has a glove and one ball to 
every two kids, and a bat. It is an instructional unit with 
catching, fielding, and batting" (pg. 1:5). 
The units generally are 4 to 5 weeks long, with the 
exception of swimming (and its counterpart of basketball and 
volleyball) which runs eight weeks. The units observed, 
basketball and volleyball, were both taught in a similar 
manner. Basic skill components were practiced individually 
(set shots in basketball or volleying in volleyball) before 
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being combined with other skills to form more complex 
sequences, (making lay-ups or bump and set). On the last 
few days of each game unit, a full game was played. In 
basketball, only the boys played full court games while the 
girls played either offense or defense. In volleyball, all 
games were played with nine on each side. 
Although progressions were used which moved from simple 
to more difficult skills, there was little accountability 
for student learning. "I never spend a lot of time on one 
skill until they get it perfect. I get bored with it and so 
do they" (pg. 2:2). Feedback during drills often was 
corrective (albeit limited mostly to those low skilled 
students who were perceived by the teacher as willing to 
try). In the time allotted, many students did not achieve 
the level of skill Retriever perceived as satisfactory. 
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"Now they can pick up a basketball and start shooting 
[at the beginning of class]. While we are out there I 
will go out and give some help and try to correct them. 
And then it depends on how much time I think I need to 
do the rest of what I want to do, how much time they 
get for free shots" (pg. 1:8). 
She reports that her unit plans have changed little 
over the years. In fact, Retriever could describe exactly 
how she planned to teach the unit including what skills 
would be covered on particular days (this was confirmed by 
the field notes). For example, she teaches basketball only 
up to the level of 3 on 3 games, even though she allows the 
boys to play the full court game near the end of the unit. 
When asked why this was the case, Retriever began by saying 
that more than 3 on 3 was inappropriate for middle school. 
In another part of the same interview, however, she 
acknowledged that a more compelling reason is her inability 
to comprehend the complexities of 5 on 5 basketball. 
"I don’t process the 5 players moving and when to 
cut. I just don’t know how to do that. I can’t figure 
out how to teach them to move and if this one moves 
then this one had got to do something else, and they 
all have to think together. I can sit back and watch a 
game and it still doesn’t make sense to me." (pg• 1:12) 
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Although the unit structure was fixed, Retriever made 
some effort to help the students with low skill. Corrective 
feedback time often was spent with the three or four low- 
skilled students who made an effort to attempt the drills. 
Sometimes she choose to work individually with a student, 
helping with the overhead set pattern or the lay-up. On 
other occasions, she would call out the correction in a 
large group drill setting. High-skilled and low-skilled 
students who she regarded as "not trying" received much more 
behavioral than skill-related feedback. 
Retriever had several expectations for students in the 
class. She expects them to dress properly for class, to be 
quiet, to pay attention when she is talking, to do the 
drills as asked, and to put forth a "decent effort" (pg. 
1:13). What she doesn’t expect is that all students will 
get better during any particular unit. 
"I can look at the classes and I can tell that there 
are going to be students that are not going to do 
well, and I don’t know if it is because they don’t want 
to or they don’t have the experience; they don’t have 
knowledge or they don’t have the skill. But I think 
maybe, given enough time, that you can probably develop 
their skill more than I have been able to. I don’t 
expect every kid in the class will be able to do a 
lay-up shot" (pg. 1:15). 
Retriever gave several reasons (attributions) why she 
doesn’t expect certain students to get better. In general, 
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she views the girls as lacking in physical ability or desire 
to improve -- both characteristics which are better 
represented in boys. 
’’They (the girls) are not as aggressive. I think 
because they are overpowered by the boys. But I also 
think they are afraid of the ball. They don’t perceive 
where it is coming. They can’t hit the ball” (pg. 
3:14) . 
about the boys, however, she says: 
”1 think that the boys will do considerably better, 
simply because boys will often play basketball in the 
back yard and I don’t think girls do - unless they 
have an older brother. If they have an older brother, 
you will find some girls will be pretty well skilled. 
But on a whole, they tend not to be” (pg. 1:15). 
It is clear that she considers these limitations to be 
absolute. The students who initially are low skilled will 
not improve. ’’Not everyone will be able to do the lay-up 
shot, not everyone will be able to do the set shot, because 
they can’t do it" (pg. 1:13). In interviews and casual 
conversations, Retriever attributed their inability to 
master the skills of the games to a mixture of factors: 
lack of effort, little strength, poor eye-hand coordination, 
slow reaction time, lack of interest, and fear of the ball. 
She was fully aware that this failure to master skill 
has its consequence in feelings of frustration and 
embarrassment. "Maybe right now the skills are beyond their 
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ability so therefore they’re discouraged and they give up 
trying" (pg. 3:2). Further, she is sensitive to the fact 
that the low-skilled students often are ridiculed by their 
peers during the games. "Kids at this age are so ready to 
criticize each other, make fun of each other, harass each 
other when they miss it" (pg. 2:4). 
Retriever’s pre-established and relatively inflexible 
day-to-day plans allowed little accommodation for low- 
skilled students. The pace of progression clearly does not 
allow the practice necessary to learn even the most basic of 
game skills. In fact, Retriever appeared to be 
uncomfortable with the idea of students practicing different 
tasks at the same time. This meant that in the classes 
observed, all students practiced the same drill at the same 
time and in the same way. She explains, "One reason I don’t 
do it (provide skill level differentiated drills) is because 
unless you are there to monitor what you have asked them to 
do, they aren’t going to do it" (pg. 2:3). Thus, those who 
knew the skill in advance practiced on their own, while 
whose who didn’t have the skills often tried with little 
success. 
The skill tests and listing of students by skill levels 
were done reluctantly. Retriever did not believe in taking 
up class time by giving skill tests. 
"I don’t skills test. I don’t say I expect you to do 
5 out of 10 set shots in basketball. Because if I get 
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into skills testing, I am taking away from the time 
that I’m wanting to do other things" (pg. 1:14). 
In spite of the students’ nearly perfect level of success on 
the serving test in volleyball, she still took two days to 
teach the underhand serve, confirming to the researcher the 
relative inflexibility of her lesson plans. 
Although hesitant at first, Retriever gradually felt 
more and more comfortable with the researcher. She shared 
stories about her dog, after Spring vacation she brought 
back a T shirt for the researcher’s son, and she seemed to 
enjoy their lunchroom conversations. I have no indication 
that Retriever was aware of my observations regrading low- 
skilled students. For instance, in the final interview, she 
spontaneously described the skill level of everyone in the 
two class rosters -- and did so without any cue whatever 
from the investigator. When she did comment on the behavior 
of students at either the beginning or the end of class, it 
was either to vent her frustration or to praise performance 
rather than seeking to discover anything about the study. 
Perhaps, because she was observed as part of other 
university projects or because this is her last year, she 
appeared not to be overly interested in the focus of the 
study. 
Class A 
Mary 
General description. Mary has shoulder length black 
hair with grey-green eyes. She is timid, initially 
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answering only direct questions in the interview. Her 
shoulders are generally rounded and in class her hands and 
arms usually stay close to her sides (VB7:1). Mary 
professes to getting "B’s" in school, preferring art ("it’s 
not that hard) to social studies ("it’s so boring, you don’t 
really learn that much") (Indl:5-6). 
After school, she routinely picks up her brother from 
preschool, socializes with her friends, and does her 
homework. On the weekends, Mary attends church with her 
family and plays with her friends (Indl:5). Mary does not 
participate in any physical activities, stating a preference 
for "singing along to rap music” (Indl:5). Although unsure, 
she professes to wanting to be a teacher, perhaps in art. 
Mary self describes her skill level as generally low. 
"I am not good at things” (Indl:5), while articulating a 
preference for volleyball over basketball. 
”1 like doing the overhead set-up and like when we all 
get into like groups, usually my group has the highest 
for keep-it-up" (Indl:6). 
Mary’s positive statement about volleyball was immediately 
followed by a statement reflecting a "not so positive” 
experience in volleyball, 
"On the serve, I don’t think I can serve the ball. 
I may not get it over if I am far away" (Indl:7). 
These two statements in combination were very common in 
the interviews with Mary. Often first she would assert 
positive feelings about physical education and then in the 
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next breath would remember more negative aspects of the same 
unit, or say something to play down the experience. For 
example, she talked excitedly about a time in soccer when 
she kicked the ball really hard, and then said that "the 
kick wasn’t that hard to make" (Indl:1). 
In-class behaviors. Mary was considered low skilled 
in both the basketball and volleyball units. On the skills 
tests in basketball, she consistently used a two-handed shot 
to push the ball towards the basket. Her lay-up shot was a 
two-handed set shot with a dribble added. 
During the basketball unit, her skills improved little. 
At the end of the unit, Mary continued to dribble with her 
eyes on the ball and to double dribble. She had difficulty 
passing to a moving player and used a two-handed shot with 
about a 25% success rate. During the basketball 2 on 3 
drills, she stood near the basket on offense essentially 
remaining in the same space irrespective of the situation. 
On defense, she followed after whichever player had the 
ball. When she did gain possession of the ball, she usually 
passed the ball immediately to another player. 
Mary had a little more success in the volleyball unit. 
On the serving skill test, she served 3 of 10 over the net. 
During the skills practice and the games, however, Mary 
could not produce enough force to set the ball high enough 
for another person to hit. Instead of using a proper 
setting hand position, Mary’s hand more resembled a chest 
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pass in basketball. As a result, the ball often travelled 
parallel to the floor before dropping. During the 
volleyball games, the field notes indicate that Mary rarely 
made a successful set during a game (2 of 7 on one day of 
observation), or served the ball over the net (2 of 7 on the 
same day) (VB9:3). In spite of her lack of success during 
the games, she exhibited some irritation when her sets 
failed to go over the net, giving a "can you believe it?" 
look to anyone who was close by (VB8:1). 
In general, if Mary received any help in improving her 
skills, it came from the teacher. On the interaction coding 
days, four in all, Mary received 4 skill-related feedbacks 
from the teacher and was the target for three other remarks 
not directly related to her performance. The teacher’s 
skill feedback, however, included only such general 
statements as "nice going", "up, up", and keep it going". 
Nevertheless, Mary felt she got help from the teacher 
especially in volleyball. 
"She gives attention to people who aren’t really good. 
I think I have gotten some attention in volleyball but 
not as much as some others in the class who are more 
unskilled" (LS2:2). 
Attributions. Mary attributes her successes in 
physical education to effort and her non-successes to 
ability. In soccer, for example, after "running over and 
kicking the ball really hard so that it went down the 
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attributed her success to "really putting all my weight into 
it" and "trying really hard" (Indl:1-2). Whereas in 
gymnastics, an activity in which Mary stated she had little 
success, she recounted: 
I couldn’t do the cartwheel. I just fall over and I 
hurt my butt. I don’t know why I can’t do it. I 
couldn’t really. I wasn’t working at them" (Indl:5-6). 
Mary concedes that although practice might make her 
better, it also might not. "It might make me a little 
better, but not really. I just can’t do them very well" 
(Indl:3). 
When asked what Mary might change in the class, which 
would make her experience in physical education better, she 
had two suggestions. First, she would change the 
activities: 
"I like physical education when we do things that 
are easy to do or fun. I liked soccer, sometimes 
I like working on skills, mostly I like games" 
(Girls:3). 
Second, and characteristically a statement apparently 
at odds with the first, she would change the amount of time 
spent on each unit. 
"I would like to spend a little longer on some harder 
things and practice more. And like on the easier 
things, spend a little bit shorter time on it maybe" 
(Indl:7). 
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Gretchen 
General description. Gretchen is average in height 
with short dark hair, blue eyes and freckles. During the 
interviews, she was articulate and seemed to enjoy the 
opportunity to talk about physical education ("I really like 
these” Indl:1). 
Academically, according to her classroom teachers, 
Gretchen is an excellent student generally getting ”A’s” on 
her report card. Gretchen expresses a preference for 
language arts, social studies, and science, and a dislike 
for physical education ("I don’t like it when I can’t do any 
of the stuff"-Girls:3). She describes her skill level in 
basketball as low. 
On the weekends, she prefers to shop at the mall, go to 
movies, and reads. Unlike most peers in the class, Gretchen 
has never participated in sports for after school 
recreation. 
In-class behavior. For this study, Gretchen was 
catagorized as low skilled in the basketball unit only. In 
the skill test, she executed a two-handed shot for the set 
shot and used a dribble-stop- shoot pattern for the lay-up. 
Her shots, generally, would hit either the backboard or the 
rim. At the end of the unit, however, Gretchen said she had 
gotten better in ’’shooting and dribbling" (LS1:1). 
Field notes show little improvement in her basketball 
skills. During the unit, Gretchen continued to shoot set 
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shots with two hands. On the first day of the unit, she 
tried several shots with one hand, didn’t make any, and 
returned to a two-handed shot (BB1:2). Gretchen could 
dribble with one hand, but often lost control of the ball 
when required to move and dribble, or dribble with the non¬ 
dominant hand. Perhaps because her fingers pointed upwards 
(as in a volleyball set pattern), her passes to a moving 
player often were inaccurate. 
In a mini-game situation, Gretchen could catch a pass. 
If caught, however, she often would pass the ball 
immediately to a higher-skilled member of the team. Twice 
she received the ball near the basket and unsuccessfully 
attempted to shoot. When playing defense, she tended either 
to simply follow behind the person with the ball, or to move 
up and down in the center of the court regardless of the 
ball’s location (BB5:2, 6:3, 11:1). 
Were it not for other students in the class, Gretchen 
would have remained invisible. During the two coding days, 
she did not receive any feedback from the teacher, but 
received 5 feedback instances from other students (giving 
help or clarifying). On five occasions, Gretchen and 
another low-skilled student were observed to be engaged in 
extraneous social conversation during practice time. 
Attributions. Gretchen attributes her success to 
previous experience and her non-success to inability. For 
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example, she enjoys gymnastics -- an activity she has done 
for many years in physical education and within which she 
says she has some success. 
"I really like P.E. when I can do a lot of the stuff 
and I know how to do, like gymnastics" (Girls:2). 
On the other hand, when describing times when she is not 
successful in physical education, she states: 
"I don’t like swimming and I don’t like stuff when I 
can’t do of any of the stuff, like a lot of the stuff 
in basketball" (Girls:3). 
Gretchen had several suggestions for changes she would 
make in the physical education class. First, she would have 
girls and boys playing the same games. Gretchen was 
distressed that higher-skilled boys got to play a full court 
game while the girls and less-skilled boys were required to 
play 5 on 3. 
"When we came in on Wednesday, she let the boys play 
games and she made us play 5 on 3 and stuff. I didn’t 
think that was fair. After all, some of the girls are 
really good too" (LS1:1). 
Gretchen apparently went so far as to ask the teacher 
about the inequity in playing opportunities. She explained 
the teacher’s response as: 
"She said she wouldn’t let the girls play games and 
stuff because we couldn’t catch the ball when it was 
thrown to us and when we dribble we couldn’t get 
control of the ball" (LS1:3). 
Indeed, Gretchen felt that not only should girls and boys be 
treated equally in the activity, she also felt the teacher 
should not "put down" the girls’ ability just because they 
are girls (LSI: 2 ) . 
Finally, Gretchen wanted more feedback from the 
teacher. "I would have liked a little more attention" 
(LS1:3). She felt not only that the teacher could have 
given more feedback, but that she could have been more 
specific about needed corrections in the feedback she gave. 
"She didn’t help a lot of people who needed it. She 
just kind of walked around and told us what we were 
doing wrong and that was it" (LS1:3). 
Heather 
General description. Heather was the youngest of the 
low-skill students in this study. At 10 years old, Heather 
had been mis-enrolled at the incorrect age level by her 
European parents. With light brown hair and blue eyes, 
Heather is a incessant talker - constantly asking questions 
of the teacher. Academically regarded by her teachers as 
very bright, she receives "A’s" in everything but physical 
education. 
"I always get low grades. I got a "C". I try hard 
but I can’t help it if I am not very good at 
gym" (Girlsl:2 ) . 
Heather professed to having no favorite subject, but 
detested gym because "I just don’t like being no good at 
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games" (Indl:9). Someday she hopes to "go as high as I can 
in the medical profession" (Indl:13). 
Heather is in the United States for this school year 
only. Her father is a visiting professor in mathematics at 
a local college. Her mother and younger brother make up the 
rest of the family. After school, time is spent studying 
and watching T.V., while weekends are spent touring the 
area. For example, during the observation period, Heather 
was absent for two weeks visiting Orlando. 
When asked how she would describe herself, Heather said 
that: 
"Over here, I’m just sort of boring and plain. I am 
not the most popular person in the world. I sort of 
blend into the background. But in Europe, me and my 
friend are sort of outrageous. We don’t wear 
outrageous clothes, we just sort of have outrageous 
adventures - like dreaming up adventures doing things" 
(Indl:9). 
When asked to describe her skill level in physical 
education, she said she was low skilled in both basketball 
and volleyball "I hated basketball because most of the time 
was spent shooting baskets and I can’t shoot baskets" 
(LSI:1 ) . 
In-class behavior. For this study, Heather was 
considered low skilled in both the basketball and volleyball 
units. Whether in serving for volleyball or shooting in 
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basketball, Heather could not produce sufficient force to be 
successful. Her serves would go forward, but were short of 
the net; whereas her basketball shots rarely went high 
enough to touch the rim. 
Heather experienced little success in the basketball 
unit, although she felt she had gotten better in shooting 
(LS1:1). She consistently watched the ball when dribbling, 
failed often to catch a passed ball, travelled, double 
dribbled, and averaged one successful basket for every 
fifteen attempts. During the 5 on 3 game situations, 
Heather would stand under the basket, her feet in one spot 
and only her eyes moving to watch the play. On offense or 
defense, she would run down the court in a predictable 
direction regardless of the position of the ball (BB9:1). 
In volleyball, Heather was no more successful. Her set 
remained flat and she seemed unable to track and contact an 
aerial ball. Her serve remained unsuccessful throughout the 
entire unit. On the last day of volleyball, as her turn to 
serve approached, she announced to her team "I can’t serve" 
(VB10:1). Whereas Heather’s team gave no words of 
encouragement, boys on the opposition gave shouts of 
impending victory whenever she served. During rally 
situations, her teammates (boys) often attempted to hit the 
ball by moving into Heather’s space on the court. 
Far from being compliant and well behaved in class, 
Heather received repeated criticism and warnings from both 
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the teacher and other students. Sometimes, Heather 
acknowledged the fault was her’s. 
"I’ve been caught dribbling the ball when I’ve been 
told not to. Your hands kind of itch when the ball 
is in your hand. I am really trying what the class 
is working on even if I can’t to it" (Girlsl:2). 
On other occasions, she blamed her problems on another boy 
in the class who mocked her efforts. On those occasions, 
Heather responded by baiting the student verbally "C’mon 
Fred shoot" (BB11:2) or by retaliating with facial 
expressions like sticking out her tongue (VB2:2). 
Outside of the warnings and criticism by her peers, 
Heather received only four feedback statements from the 
teacher during the 4 coding days. Of those statements, one 
was skill related, one involved repeating key words, and two 
reminded her of practice procedures. 
Attributions. Heather attributed her success to luck 
and ability. In soccer, after "shooting the ball into the 
goal" (Indl:2), she said luck was the reason she had scored, 
even though she acknowledged: 
"I was pretty good at soccer when I was young. But, 
I mean I don’t know. I am not too good. I am not as 
good at soccer now" (Indl:2). 
Nevertheless, she often associated her class experience with 
feeling good and being happy, at least to the extent that 
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"I had managed to do it" (Indl:2). When successful, as when 
she made a basket during practice, Heather would to give 
herself a private victory sign of congratulation (BBS:1). 
If she experienced some success in the activity, 
Heather seemed to enjoy the challenge of learning something 
new. In these rare instances, however, she attributed her 
success to previous experience and ability rather than to 
instruction and practice. About the swimming units, she 
recalled, "I liked swimming best of all. We learned all 
these different strokes like backstroke and side stroke" 
(Girlsl:l). However an allergic reaction to the chlorine 
ended her swimming participation two weeks after the unit 
started. 
Heather attributed her non-success to lack of ability 
and often seemed to be fatalistic in rationalizing her 
failure. 
"I don’t feel I have gotten better in class. I have 
given up on things. I like PE, but I can’t really do 
it. I do my best" (Girlsl:3). 
She was unwilling to allow practice much credit in helping 
to improve performance, and clearly believed that practice 
was not a cure-all. 
"I don’t think anything could make me better in PE 
because you’re made how you are. Just because I 
practiced at it wouldn’t mean I would have to get 
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better. I mean I may not. Practice will make you 
slightly better but I don’t think it would make a 
big difference" (Indl:6). 
In the face of non-success, Heather tells herself that 
effort is more important than success, "I try hard but I am 
not going to be a world class basketball player" (LS1 :3) and 
pretends that criticisms from her peers doesn’t bother her 
"I don’t really care what they say" (Indl:2). 
Heather suggested that the only way her physical 
education experience could be better was if "I am good at 
it...at gym" (Indl:6). She did suggest two ways to redesign 
the basketball unit to more closely match her needs in 
learning the skills. Knowing that she was unsuccessful in 
shooting, Heather would change first the amount of time 
spent on shooting. 
"I think we should have spent more time on other parts 
of basketball. Basically every day you would come in 
and shoot baskets, instead of playing or dribbling. 
It was all shooting baskets" (LS1:1). 
Second, Heather wanted to increase the amount of skill- 
related feedback received from the teacher. "She never 
spends much time with me. She always spends more time with 
someone else than with me" (LS1:3). 
Norma 
General description. Norma was the tallest in her 
class, with shoulder length brown hair, blue eyes, and a 
53 
case of pubescent acne. She indicated that she liked 
physical education especially because her two best friends 
were in the class. Often they dressed alike and two of the 
three were always partners. 
Norma reported she has a severe case of asthma which 
sometimes keeps her from participating in physical education 
(she misses approximately 1 out of every 6 classes). In 
spite of this, for the past five years she had played on a 
recreation basketball team which her father coaches. She 
quit playing this year, not because of the asthma, but 
because "I really don’t like basketball. It’s not my 
favorite sport" (LS1:3). 
Her description of home life was similar to the other 
students interviewed. 
"After school I go outside and play with my cousin. 
I babysit and then I come in around 4:30 and do my 
homework. It takes about an hour to an hour and a 
half. After that I help my mom cook dinner and get 
the table set and stuff" (Indl:6). 
On the weekends, she will go to the movies with her friends 
or go shopping in the mall. Someday, Norma hopes to become 
a nurse. 
Norma was one of the few low-skilled students who 
easily and promptly answered the question, "How would you 
describe yourself". About herself, she described Norma as: 
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"kind of shy around other people but when I have a good 
friend, I’m really loud. I am funny at times" 
(LSI:6). 
Academically, Norma described herself as "average" 
(Indl:6) which matched the description given by her 
classroom teachers. She could not think of a favorite 
subject, but did express a strong dislike for social 
studies. Physically, she described her skill level in 
basketball as medium. 
In-class behavior. For this study, Norma was low 
skilled in the basketball unit only. On the set shot skill 
test, Norma consistently shot the ball over the basket, 
sometimes clearing the backboard. On the lay-up, she simply 
couldn’t execute the skill -- even after watching the others 
in her group. After the unit was over, Norma talked about 
getting better in shooting the ball. 
"My shooting got better. I can’t really do lay-ups 
that good. At first when I tried one, I didn’t know 
what the heck I was doing and I turned all around and 
stuff. My one-handed shot is getting better" (LS1:1). 
There was some evidence from the field notes that 
Norma’s shooting improved. She began the unit using a one- 
handed push pattern and although periodically reverting to a 
two-handed pattern, she began making 1 out of 6 or 7 shots. 
At one point, Norma asked the teacher for help. 
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"I am having trouble. If I shoot too hard the ball 
goes over the back. If I shoot too easy the ball hits 
the net" (BB4:1). 
The teacher suggested Norma ’’take less off the ball and 
shoot from closer in" (BB4:1). Despite this advice, Norma 
continued shooting from her spot near the free throw line. 
Norma was able to pass the ball to a stationary partner 
with accuracy and could demonstrate some of the concepts 
required in playing a basketball game. On offense, she 
often was unchallenged at the basket, could catch occasional 
rebounds, and shot the ball with moderate success if she was 
within three feet of the basket. On defense, she usually 
remembered to raise her arms to guard if the person appeared 
ready to shoot or pass the ball. 
Outside of self initiated contacts with the teacher, 
Norma did not receive much skill-related feedback. On the 
two coding days, she received one skill feedback statement 
from the teacher and four instances of extraneous comments 
from her two girls friends. On the subject of talking to 
her friends, she remarked "I’ve gotten caught a few times 
for not listening myself" (Girls:2). 
Attributions. Norma attributes her success in physical 
education to both her effort and her previous 
accomplishments. When successful, she experiences feelings 
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of pride. When unsuccessful, she attributes it to lack of 
ability, help, effort, or interest, and says she feels 
frustrated and stupid. 
Despite persistant failure at some tasks, she sustained 
considerable faith in the virtues of trying. Norma 
expresses her philosophy about effort in this way: 
"You should never give up. They should always try. 
Sometimes you might not have a lot of confidence 
in yourself that you are really good" (LS1:2). 
Norma believes one should keep trying even in the midst of 
adversity, particularly in the face of responses by boys who 
jeer and boo at girls’ mistakes. 
"The boys always boo and stuff. One time they said I 
shot like a girl. That’s kind of obvious, I am a girl” 
(Indl:2). 
She admits, however, that paying no attention to the boys’ 
remarks does not always work. 
"It’s kind of nerve racking when people are kind-of 
screaming, "go, Norma". Stuff like that kind of gets 
me nervous" (Indl:7). 
Norma also attributes her success to prior achievement 
and feels pride in being successful. 
"When I can do something, I feel proud of myself - like 
when I do gymnastics. I had taken it for a long time 
then I couldn’t do it for three or four years because 
of ray asthma. And then we started it in gym and I did 
really well" (Girlsl:2). 
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Norma attributes her non-successes to lack of ability, 
and lack of help. For example, about shooting in basketball 
she says: 
"I don’t really like basketball. I don’t really know 
my own strength and when I throw it, the ball goes over 
the back of the backboard. And it always happens. My 
dad has always coached and it always happens to me and 
I get wicked frustrated. And the teacher tells me not 
to put so much strength into it. But I can’t help it. 
And the teacher doesn’t help me do that. She just 
tells me how to take a shot with my hand. That’s all” 
(Girlsl:3). 
Feelings associated with failure are frustration and 
inadequacy. "I feel kind of stupid because everybody was 
making 10 shots and I’d only get like 5” (Indl:3). 
Norma suggested three changes in physical education 
that would make her experience better. First, she suggested 
that there be fewer units that are each taught for longer 
periods of time. "Either spend all the time on basketball 
or all the time on volleyball, then we would learn more” 
(LSI:1). 
Secondly she suggested that the teacher give more 
skill-related feedback for those who need the help. 
Although, as Norma stated numerous times, she did not like 
basketball and claimed that the fact she didn’t receive much 
feedback did not bother her. 
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Finally, Norma suggested that skill performances be 
less public. Recalling an unsuccessful event in gymnastics, 
Norma expressed embarrassment at failing in front of her 
classmates. "I was embarrassed. We had to do it in front 
of the whole class” (Indl:l). Norma would prefer that 
demonstrations of skill should be in front of the teacher 
only. 
Class B: 
Janice 
General description. Janice is medium height (5 feet) 
with blond hair, and blue-gray eyes which change depending 
on the colors she is wearing on any given day. She 
describes herself as "too nice" to her friends, loaning them 
a change of clothes for gym class or helping them with their 
homework. Academically, she is an "A and B" student, who 
professes a love for wood shop, cooking, and social studies 
classes, as well as a strong dislike for math. 
After school or on the weekends, she states that she, 
"basically has the run of the house, talks to her 
friends, goes shopping, goes to the movies, or 
reads a book, Stephen King is my favorite" 
(Indl:10). 
Janice has been taking Jazz Dance for four years, has a pet 
tarantula, and reported playing backyard volleyball during 
the summer. Janice is a self-reported "excellent swimmer", 
claiming to have completed courses up to the level of life- 
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saving. She swims during the summer in her family’s pool 
and can swim during the winter at her grandfather’s indoor 
pool. She would like to become a lawyer or a veterinarian. 
Janice described her skill level as medium, generally, 
and average in basketball and volleyball specifically. 
"In some things I’m higher than some people and in 
some things I’m lower than some people, so I guess 
I’m kind of in the middle. It depends on what things 
I am doing in gym" (Indl:10). 
Her reason for giving herself a medium skill ranking in 
basketball was because "I already knew the stuff we are 
doing now" (LS1:1). In volleyball, she thought her backyard 
volleyball experience had provided her with some, but not 
all skills required for the unit. 
In-class behavior. Janice was classified in this study 
as low skilled in both basketball and volleyball. On the 
set shot, she used both a one-hand set shot pattern and a 
two-handed chest pass pattern. When shooting, the ball 
typically would hit either the rim or miss the basket 
entirely. She attempted the lay-up shot, could dribble 
(though only 2-3 times) with her eye focused on the basket, 
but persistantly used a two-handed pattern for shooting. On 
the volleyball serving test, she served the ball 3 out of 10 
times into the correct court. 
Janice had little success performing the practice 
drills or in playing the simplified games in basketball. 
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Throughout the unit she dribbled with a flat hand pattern, 
had difficulty producing enough force to chest pass the ball 
to a partner more than 4 feet away, travelled with the ball, 
shot using a two-handed pattern, and rarely made a basket (2 
of 11 shots). During drills, she consistently dribbled when 
possessing the ball and attempted to shoot only when she was 
close to the basket. 
Initially Janice was more successful in volleyball. 
She was able to toss and set the ball into the air and to 
set the ball to a partner (5 of 11 trials). When group 
drills on bumping and setting were introduced, however, her 
sets were too low, only travelling a short distance before 
dropping to the ground, and she tended to catch the ball 
rather than to move her feet to achieve the position needed 
for a legal hit. She attributed her lack of success 
partially to the negative influence of "all boys but two" in 
her practice group. 
"Like some of them judge you. If they think you are 
one of the best, they (the boys) won’t be mean to you 
or if you are their friend. But if you are not or you 
are not very good, they will say * you stink or 
something” (LS2:4). 
In the volleyball games, she continued to feel 
intimidated by the boys on her team, 
"How am I supposed to get it with Moose yelling at me? 
And it’s like my life flashing before my eyes when I 
see him running after the ball in my area" (Ind2:7). 
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In fact, Janice also appeared to be intimidated by the 
presence of the teacher. When the teacher did offer 
corrective feedback, and tossed to Janice during a bumping 
drill, Janice’s response was to try, but laugh nervously 
after each attempt whether successful or not. 
"She always picks on the lower people to bug, cause 
whenever the teacher is around, I screw up and do 
really bad. And then she thinks I am not really 
trying. But I just get nervous” (LS1:3). 
Janice received very little feedback, save criticism, 
from boys during the game situations. She received no 
skill-related feedback from either the teacher or her 
classmates on the interaction coding days, 2 instances of 
direction clarifications, but a considerable number of 
social interactions (18 different instances) with another 
girl in her class. 
Attributions. When successful, Janice attributed her 
success to skill gained from previous experience. She 
cited the swimming unit as an example. She had missed the 
two days of pretesting and was assigned to the lower swim 
group. 
"They put me in the lower group in swimming but I 
really know how to swim good cause I only had one 
more year to be a junior life guard. But I quit 
because I didn’t like it very much. So I was put in 
the low group and it was totally easy" (Indl:l). 
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In this instance, Janice attributed her success in the 
swimming unit to previous lessons, "because I had practiced 
it and all that stuff" (Indl:2), and her love of swimming 
("it helps to have a swimming pool at your house and that 
your grandfather has an indoor pool" Indl:2). 
When unsuccessful, Janice attributed her performance 
to her lack of confidence in performing the skills before 
the teacher or before the boys, as well as to a lack of 
ability. 
"Today was horrible. The teacher yelled at me. I was 
scared of serving. She’d look at me and the ball 
wouldn’t go over the net. I feel the same way when I 
am in my practice group and being the only girl. It 
makes me feel if I goof up the boys are going to yell 
at me or something" (Ind2:5). 
On the other hand, recounting the experience of learning the 
lay-up, she attributed her lack of success to her own in¬ 
ability . 
"I was learning the lay-up shot and the ball bounced 
off the rim and hit me on the nose three times in a 
row. And it hurt. The teacher tried to help me but 
it didn’t really work, cause I stink at it. I could 
not get my feet in the right position" (Indl:4-5). 
Janice tended to blame the teacher for putting her into 
uncomfortable situations, being insensitive to her 
discomfort, and for failing to teach her in such a way that 
her performance improves. 
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"I know she’s trying to mix us up, boy-girl thing, 
because that’s how it’s going to be like in the real 
world. You’re not going to work with all girls, but 
when you are the only girl in the whole thing, it 
doesn’t seem real. She mixes us up so that we don’t 
get to play with the people we’re comfortable with so, 
we can’t play as good because we get all tense and 
nervous” (Ind2:5). 
With regard to her perception of teaching techniques needed 
in the class, Janice mentioned two ways in which she felt 
the teacher taught poorly. The first was related to 
demonstrations, "it’s hard because the teacher explains 
everything for right-handers and I am left handed" (Indl:5). 
The second problem related to required forms of skill 
performance which she believed decreased her chances to 
succeed. 
"I think she is trying to get you to be good at it. 
Sometimes you do things your way and you make baskets 
and if you do it her way, you don’t make any baskets" 
(LSI:3). 
According to Janice, two changes made in the physical 
education program would make her experience in the class 
better. One change would be to alter the composition of the 
practice groups to contain at least equal numbers of girls 
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and boys. Her reasoning is that girls support the girls in 
ways that boys don’t. "Girls understand because they know 
what you are going through because they’re girls too" 
(Ind2:5 ) . 
The second change Janice suggested would be to change 
the teacher’s perceived attitude towards boys and girls in 
the class. 
"It seems like she likes the boys more and wants to put 
them into games and she wants to have them feel good 
about themselves and have us (girls) like little slaves 
running around the place" (Ind2:5). 
Her solution, again, would be to provide teams composed more 
equally of girls and boys. In Janice’s mind, girls would be 
supportive of another girl’s attempt to perform the drill 
(in contrast to the boys who she perceived as only rewarding 
success and never encouraging effort). She appeared to 
believe that having more girls on the team would relieve the 
constant pressure of being the singular focus of criticism 
for failure. 
Fiona 
General description. Fiona is small (4’6"), petite, 
has green eyes, and long straight red hair. With an 
infectious smile, she appears both sophisticated and impish. 
Academically, she is a "B- C" student, professing a love of 
reading and an intense dislike of math. Medically, she is 
an asthmatic, yet participates regularly in the physical 
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education class observed for this study. Outside of 
school, Fiona has a newspaper route, enjoys watching TV, is 
trying out for Pee-Wee football cheerleading, and attends 
ballet classes. She has been in ballet for eight years. 
Next year, she hopes to take toe dance. 
At her home, there is a basketball hoop on the garage 
(her brother’s) and at her Aunt’s house is a volleyball 
court (for picnics and family gatherings). Nevertheless, 
Fiona indicated little interest in either shooting baskets 
or playing anything other than social volleyball. "I know 
how to do the shots already" (LS1:1). Her self-described 
her skill level in both basketball and volleyball was 
medium. 
In-class behavior. Her self-ascription of medium skill 
level was unsupported by the result from the skill tests, 
her percentage of successful trials, or by the field notes. 
On all the skill tests, set shot and lay-up in basketball 
and the volleyball serve, Fiona was unable to produce enough 
force either to a) push the ball high enough to score a 
basket with two hands, or b) serve the ball over the net 
from 2 feet inside the service line. 
In the basketball unit, Fiona would regularly practice 
the set shot at the beginning of class. On an average, she 
shot the ball 8 times, hit the rim or the backboard 3 times, 
made a basket once, and shot an air ball 4 times. For all 
shots, she used a two-handed shooting pattern. During 
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passing drills, she was observed to cringe when the ball was 
thrown to her and to have particular difficulty catching 
balls that arrived quickly whether from a bounce or a direct 
pass (FN4:3). 
As the drills moved from practicing simple skills 
(passing and dribbling) to more complex drills (lay-up and 
pivoting), her success decreased. Her lay-up pattern was a 
dribble (eyes on ball), stop, look around, and shoot with 
two hands. In pivoting, she would dribble, stop, and then 
turn on both feet. When playing in a small game situation, 
Fiona would both double dribble and travel when in 
possession of the ball, and on defense could guard a player 
only if the player was standing still. Fiona seemed unable 
to move and guard at the same time. 
Fiona was only slightly more successful in volleyball. 
Initially she could not produce enough force either to serve 
the ball over the net or set the ball to herself (or a 
partner). During the volleyball games at the end of the 
unit, however, Fiona would occasionally serve the ball over 
the net - and once served the winning point. She describes 
that experience, 
"Well, I thought that I could do it, because I’m better 
at serving it over the net when I stand somewhere 
inside of the court. I was trying to aim it over 
this way cause I knew that some people were going to 
hit the ball and there weren’t that good of players 
over there. So I knew they couldn’t get it over. 
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I didn’t know I would actually win the game. I 
thought the other team would just hit it back and 
no one on my team would hit it. But we won" 
(Ind2:3 ) . 
She also improved slightly in setting the ball. One 
day, for example, she had 22 opportunities to set or bump 
the ball. Of the 22, 4 were successful hits, 6 were legal 
hits but didn’t clear the net or reach a partner, and 12 
were illegal hits. 
Skill-related feedback did not seem to be a factor in 
improving Fiona’s performance. Out of the 4 coding days, 
Fiona received 2 skill feedbacks and 2 direction 
clarifications from the teacher, 7 comments on rules or 
positioning from her team ("rotate", "stand there", "get in 
your position"), 3 negative statements from her peers ("why 
didn’t you hit it?"), and 8 social comments. Fiona 
initiated 4 conversations on non-class matters and twice 
criticized the performance of two other low-skilled students 
in her class. 
Attributions. Fiona could only think of a few examples 
in which she had been successful in physical education, one 
involving the instep kick in soccer and the other, serving 
the winning point in volleyball. 
"I guess when I kick the ball. I don’t like to kick 
it in front of my toe. I kick it on the side of my 
foot like you’re supposed to. I play a lot of soccer. 
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It’s my favorite sport. I guess it’s because my 
brother used to play it and I always wanted to be on a 
team. I got jealous of him. I guess because I 
practiced” (Indl:3). 
Consistently, Fiona attributed her success to practice, yet 
paradoxically she acknowledged practice might not make her 
better. Speaking about the lay-up shot, ”1 don’t think 
anything could make me better, not even more practice” 
(Indl:6). She, also acknowledged that her attention is not 
always focused on the teacher’s instruction. "I should 
listen to the teacher more. Sometimes I am not paying 
attention and listening to what she tells me to do” 
(Indl:6). 
Although Fiona could think of only a few successful 
occasions in physical education, she had no trouble 
recalling instances in which she had been unsuccessful, 
particularly from swimming class and game playing situations 
such as basketball and volleyball. 
”1 have asthma and when I go under water or when I go 
on my back, I just can’t breath. I get clogged up or 
something. And we were learning the back stroke and 
I couldn’t breath. I tried to tell the teacher, but 
she really didn’t listen to me. So I kind of gave up 
and told my parents that I didn’t want to be there 
anymore. So they took me out of swimming. They know 
I’m kind of useless because I panic when I get in the 
water” (Ind2:10). 
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Fiona associated numerous emotions with swimming: 
being scared, embarrassed in front of the class (’’other 
students said, don’t be a big baby” [Indl:5]), and feelings 
of hopelessness. She tends to attribute her non-success to 
her teacher’s insensitivity to her asthmatic condition, 
”it’s easier to swim on my front” (Ind2:10), and to her own 
lack of any confidence in swimming under water or on her 
back. 
Fiona would prefer a curriculum in which games were 
never played (with the exception of soccer). She described 
her experience in playing basketball and volleyball this 
way, 
"Sometimes when you are playing you get nervous and you 
are afraid that you are going to goof up and that 
everybody is going to think you are a jerk or 
something. When you are practicing on your own, you 
are doing things your own way. Games are different" 
(LS2:3). 
In games, she attributed her non-success to the pressure to 
perform in a group setting, criticism from the boys, and her 
own inability to perform the game skills. She acknowledged 
the pressure to perform is lessened when playing with 
friends. 
"It depends with who you are playing. If you are with 
your friends, then you don’t really mind if you goof 
up. Your friend will tend to support you” (LS2:3). 
Fiona would not only change playing most games, she 
would change the units to activities that were easier for 
her to do, for example rope jumping. Finally, she would 
offer students opportunities to choose their activities, 
instead of offering a preselected physical education 
program. Given a choice between basketball and volleyball, 
for example, Fiona would have chosen volleyball. 
Phoebe 
General description. Phoebe is of average height, 
having short dark hair, and large dark eyes. At thirteen, 
she is the oldest of the low-skilled students observed. 
Rarely absent and usually dressed for physical education, 
she was at the same time different from her peers in severa 
respects. Phoebe was an abused child who is living 
currently in a foster home. She has been with the couple 
for three years and they are taking steps to finalize her 
adoption. For most of her school years, Phoebe has been 
labeled as "special needs". In the sixth grade, she works 
daily in a one-on-one situation with a specialist who 
tutors her in all subjects, especially math. Academically, 
she now receives mostly "C’s". School administrators have 
hoped that Phoebe might be mainstreamed in all subjects 
(with the exception of math) by the eighth grade. Mood 
swings which produce "downtime" when she lashes out at 
whomever and whatever is around, however, may prevent her 
from achieving that goal. 
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In-class behavior. Phoebe reported that she "is not 
really good at sports" (Ind2:2). Yet, although she was 
classified as low skilled in both units, she self-rated 
herself as medium skilled in basketball. On the skill test 
in basketball, Phoebe used a 2-handed shot instead of the 
one-hand push pattern requested. Two of her shots hit the 
rim, the remainder did not reach the lower level of the net. 
On the lay-up test, she dribbled two times and flung the 
ball almost randomly upward into the air. On the volleyball 
test, Phoebe scored 0 successful serves out of 10. 
Phoebe’s skills did not improve much over the course of 
the units. Throughout basketball, she used a two-handed 
push action for the set shot, made an occasional basket, 
dribbled with her eyes on the ball, "I couldn’t even 
dribble" (LS1:1 ) , and when quarding a player during a 3 on 2 
drill, the observer noted 
"she hasn’t a clue how to guard though she does run 
about and tries to gain possession of loose balls. She 
consistently double dribbles" (FN9:1). 
In volleyball, Phoebe had initial difficulty tossing 
the ball up and preparing her hands to set it. Her tosses 
was too low and she ended up hitting the ball in an 
underhand pattern with her hands open (FN11:1). Later, with 
the help of the teacher and two of her classmates, Phoebe 
was able to toss and set the ball by herself. When 
volleyball drills in small groups were introduced, her 
72 
success in setting and bumping the ball decreased. Out of 
13 opportunities to hit set or bump the ball, 7 were illegal 
hits -- the remaining were legal, but unsuccessful. During 
volleyball games, higher skilled students were observed 
hitting the ball in Phoebe’s area of the court (FN19:2). 
Her response was "I don’t mind" (Ind2:4). Only once during 
a game did she successfully serve the ball over the net. 
Although Phoebe received some skill-related feedback 
from the teacher, generally she received more management 
reminding and behavior feedback. Although reluctant to do 
so all the time, two girls, both higher skilled that Phoebe, 
added her to their volleyball practice group. 
"Phoebe works with Lisa and Gladys. Lisa looks around 
and counts the number of students in the class to see 
if anyone doesn’t have a partner" (FN17:1). 
The two classmates did try to offer specific and corrective 
feedback. On the set, Lisa was observed giving feedback to 
Phoebe while Gladys tossed the ball, 
"Try to hit it back to the person, Two hand set-up 
that’s great. You have to get it up, Phoebe. That’s 
great" (FN 17:1). 
After which both Gladys and Lisa talked to her about the 
correct way to do the overhead set. They would demonstrate 
and they then say "you try" (FN17:1). 
Were it not for Lisa and Gladys, Phoebe would have been 
completely ignored by the class. When students were asked 
to pick partners, Phoebe was always left alone, "I am always 
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the one without a partner” (FN11:1). Usually the teacher 
had to ask a group to subsume her. When games were being 
played, Phoebe generally received negative skill-feedback, 
criticism, or reminders of basic rules from her classmates. 
Attributions. Phoebe had no trouble identifying 
instances when she was successful and unsuccessful. In 
addition, unlike other low-skilled students in the study, 
she had little difficulty in attributing her success or non¬ 
success to particular causes. Her self-described successful 
event centered around swimming: 
”1 had to jump off the diving board without bending 
my knees. Everyone in the class was there watching. 
I was a little bit scared, but they were saying 'go*. 
And then I jumped in. When I came up, the whole class 
were yelling 'good job’ and stuff like that. And so 
did the teacher” (Indl:2). 
Feelings of pride and happiness were associated with the 
successful event. Phoebe attributed her success to several 
factors: the teacher, practice, and her confidence in her 
swimming skills, ”1 actually got used to the water” 
(Indl:3). The teacher worked with Phoebe and other non¬ 
swimmers two hours after school per week during the 8 week 
swimming unit. This extra opportunity to practice served to 
boost Phoebe’s confidence, "she spent a lot of time with me” 
(Indl:3 ) . 
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Phoebe could provide vivid recall of her experiences as 
a low-skilled student, She recounted events on the first day 
of volleyball. 
"I did terrible. I couldn’t set the ball. My group 
was getting really annoyed with me, I could see it on 
their faces. I was getting really upset and I was 
scared of the ball and nervous. I had never played 
volleyball before" (Indl:4). 
In spite of her desire to give up, Phoebe said that she 
continued to attempt the skill, albeit without much success. 
She gave a singularly sophisticated rationale for such 
persistance. 
"I felt like giving up but I didn’t. I felt like 
trying because I knew I could do it, just like in 
swimming. I did it and I kept on trying. Because I 
know practice, it you keep on practicing, then you get 
a lot better at it and if you don’t keep on practicing 
then you don’t" (Indl:3). 
When asked how she came to associate practice with success, 
she first mentioned her foster parents and then her own 
experience, "I am a lot better in volleyball now because I 
tried" (Indl:4) . 
In spite of her recognition of the role of practice in 
learning, Phoebe did not articulate any willingness to 
practice the skills outside of the school context. Faulting 
the distance between the net and the service line, "it’s too 
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far" (Ind2:l) for her non-success in serving, Phoebe said 
she was unlikely to practice over the summer, "maybe if I 
was practicing with someone, maybe" (Ind2:2). 
Phoebe has few direct recommendations for making her 
physical education experience better. First, she wanted to 
learn the skills, "you need to know how to do it -- 
throwing, setting" (LS2:). And second, she simply wanted to 
incorporate more activites in which she experienced some 
success (swimming and soccer). 
Paul 
General description. Paul is of medium height, wears 
his hair in a long crew cut fashion, and has an infectious 
smile which spreads readily across his face. His work-pace 
is slow and methodical, a characteristic confirmed by his 
classroom teachers. A self-described "watcher", Paul is 
quiet, tends to answer only direct questions, and is soft 
spoken -- often his voice is too soft to be heard distinctly 
the first time. 
Although an average student in academic areas, Paul 
excels in drawing and was recognized by the art teacher as 
one of the "budding artists" in the sixth grade. He aspires 
to be either a writer or an artist. 
Outside of school, Paul prefers to play Nintendo or 
watch television with his friends rather than read, work 
around the house, or engage in active sports. On two 
occasions, however, he stated that he sometimes shot baskets 
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at the park near his house, "I play at the park near my 
house sometimes*' (CLSG:1). Despite this opportunity to 
practice, Paul described his skill level in basketball as 
"low" . 
In-class behavior. Paul rarely was absent and always 
was prepared for class. He practiced set shots and 
dribbling in the warm-up time without talking to anyone, 
unlike others in the class. His amount of practice time was 
decreased, however, by persistently chasing errant balls 
lost by other students in adjacent areas. 
"Paul attempts 5 baskets. He gets the ball for boy 1. 
Gets the ball for boy 2 and holds ball while boy 2 and 
boy 3 decide whose ball it is. Attempts four more 
shots. Talks to boy 4. Gets boy 2’s ball again" 
(FN5:1). 
During drills, he always had the same partner, "He is my 
friend" (Ind 1:3). 
Paul experienced limited success in basketball. On the 
set shot (one-handed) skills test, he consistently used two 
hands to shoot the basketball. In the lay-up test, he 
employed a dribble (eyes on ball), stop, and 2 handed shot 
at the basket. Practicing shooting before class instruction 
time he usually hit the rim, but did not make the basket. 
When he did make a basket, he would look around to see if 
anyone had noticed (no one did) before continuing to 
practice (FN4:2). In drills which combined basketball 
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skills (dribble, stop, pivot), Paul would mentally say the 
steps aloud and perform the drill more slowly and more 
methodically than most in his class (FN3:3). In the small 
game situations, Paul consistently passed the ball to his 
friend, even when he was close enough to the basket to shoot 
(FN10:2). 
Paul did not misbehave in class, although he often did 
not appear to understand the teacher’s directions. During 
days when interaction coding was performed, the teacher was 
observed repeating directions for him on three occasions. 
The record shows that one of his classmates also repeated 
instructions to him on three occasions. Rarely did Paul 
either initiate a conversation with someone in the class or 
respond to a direct question (most often from his partner). 
During the entire period of the study, he was never 
observed receiving skill-related feedback. Only once during 
the unit did the teacher offer general advice about his 
performance, ’’Give a nice and soft touch” (VB4:1). The 
teacher did notice, however, when he had just gotten a 
haircut. During the interaction coding, only two negative 
comments were made to him by his peers -- both for failing 
to perform an expected motor task. 
Attributions. Paul attributed his success in 
basketball to luck and practice. Asked to recount a 
successful experience in physical education, he said: 
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"It was our last day in basketball and I was going 
down to the other side to shoot the basket and it 
was almost like a three pointer and I just shot it 
and I got it. I was really surprised. I felt 
really good about it" (Ind 1:1). 
Reported by Paul as a highlight of his basketball unit, the 
shot went unrecognized by his teammates. 
Paul felt that he had improved in his ability to 
perform the lay-up shot. "I couldn’t do a lay-up before I 
came and now I can do it" (LSlrl). In this instance, he 
attributed his success to continued practice. 
Paul associated success with feeling good and was 
particularly pleased when the action was noticed by the 
teacher "I felt good. The teacher said it was really good 
too" (Indlrl). 
On the other hand, Paul attributed his lack of success 
to effort. 
"Today I kept missing. It was 'keep-it-up’ 
(volleyball). There was a line and we had to hit it 
back and the run to the end of the line. And I kept 
hitting the ball to the side or missing it. I thought 
I wasn’t doing my best" (Ind 1:2). 
Paul had few suggestions when asked what he would 
change to make his experience in physical education class 
better. In general, he would offer activities in which he 
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succeeded, liked, or where he learned something (basketball 
or gymnastics) and would eliminate those activities in which 
he was unsuccessful (sit-ups, mile run, volleyball). 
Martin 
General description. Martin is average height, with 
legs slightly longer than his trunk. His hair is short, 
brown, straight, and parted to one side. When entering or 
leaving the gym, he always clutches his school books to his 
chest and hunches his shoulders as he walks (BB2:1). His 
gym attire remained the same throughout the two units. He 
wore blue sweat pants with a brown long-sleeve polo shirt, 
socks, and tennis shoes. 
Academically, Martin was a "B" student, recognized by 
his classroom teachers as being very intelligent and capable 
of doing much more that he does. Martin professed a love 
for science and math, and a strong dislike for the teacher 
of social studies. 
"I messed up in social studies cause of Mr. Truman. 
Like if a person asks a question, like what are we 
supposed to do because they forgot, that will be 10 
points off your next test or 10 points off the test 
you are taking” (Indl:5). 
Socially, however, Martin is regarded as a problem by 
all his teachers, including the physical education teacher. 
On some days he smiles and seems to enjoy the game-like 
situations. On other days he has difficulty working with 
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his peers, is highly emotional, and seems to have little 
self-confidence. He is seen by a guidance specialist 
everyday during sixth period to process events of the day. 
In physical education, the observer noticed several 
incidents in which Martin left the activity space visibly 
upset either because of frustration with his own inability 
to perform the skill, or because of harassment by other boys 
in the class. Near the end of the observation period, 
Martin was put on medication at his parents request as a 
means for helping him to control his behavior at home. 
Martin ascribes part of his lack of confidence to 
surviving two life threatening accidents. The first was a 
car accident which happened three years ago and left his 
mother unable to walk. In the second, occurring when he was 
much younger, he was trapped under the cover of a swimming 
pool (Indl:3). The car accident left him afraid of riding 
in a car, while the incident in the pool left him terrified 
of water deeper than his waist and unable, even briefly, to 
put his head under water. 
After school and weekend time is spent helping around 
the house and practicing the clarinet (he plays in the 
school jazz band) Although he reported currently being 
grounded for his anti-social behavior at home, he also 
enjoys playing Nintendo at his friend’s house. 
Martin described himself as low skilled in basketball 
and medium skilled in volleyball. He professed that the 
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swimming and volleyball units were his favorites, although 
preferring "team games better than ones you do by yourself" 
(Indl:6). 
In-class behavior. For this study, Martin was 
catagorized as low skilled in both the basketball and 
volleyball units. On the basketball skill tests, he used a 
two-handed shot and barely could hit the rim. He lacked 
even the rudimentary skill needed to begin learning to 
perform a lay-up. Later in the unit he said "I give up" 
after numerous unsuccessful attempts, and proceeded to cry 
and sit down on the side lines (BB4:2). 
Although with the teacher’s help he later did learn the 
mechanics of the lay-up, Martin was rarely successful in 
making a basket. Practicing before each class, in the unit, 
he made 14 baskets out of 64 attempts. He would double 
dribble, lose control of the ball when required to dribble 
with the non-dominant hand, and travel when practicing in 
small game-like drills. He could, however, catch a ball 
when passed and appeared to understand the concept of 
passing to an open player. On defense, he followed the 
person with the ball and moved down the court positioning 
himself under the basket as if to rebound. 
In volleyball, Martin was slightly more successful. In 
fact, he claimed to enjoy volleyball more than basketball 
"because it’s lots more fun. You move around and 
sometimes you get more action off it than basketball" 
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(Indl:2). Although he never served the ball over the net, 
Martin did learn how to toss the ball to himself and set it 
back into the air. Later, he was able to set the ball to a 
partner and return a tossed ball. During games, however, he 
was rarely successful, resorting to a 2-hand open-handed 
bump pattern or a slap set shot which dropped quickly to the 
ground. 
It was easy to characterize Martin as the "lost soul” 
in class (Tch2:2), and certainly the field note records show 
him to be the low person in the social pecking order. 
Never, when students were asked to get a partner, did anyone 
voluntarily choose him nor did he initiate the procedure of 
securing a partner. Generally left alone, Martin would 
practice the drills by himself and would try not to get in 
the way of others (BB4:1). 
When coding for interaction, Martin received sixteen 
skill-related feedback statements (9 from the teacher and 7 
from students), 4 critical statements from classmates, 1 
clarification of directions from the teacher, and 2 
incidents in which he was reminded to take the proper court 
position. Almost all of the student skill-feedback 
statements came during the basketball-like games or during 
the volleyball games and were given only when Martin was 
responsible for the play ("move over there, C’mon serve it 
over, hit it). Outside of these game situations, on only 
two other occasions did the observer record any student 
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interaction that was encouraging or even neutral towards 
Martin. All other interactions were critical of Martin’s 
skills. One such incident was observed in basketball: 
While the team is preparing for a throw-in, Martin 
appears to be explaining something to David. David 
makes a sarcastic remark and Martin storms off the 
court, sits down of the bleachers, and puts his head 
down on his knees. The teacher talks to him but he 
sits out for the rest of the period (BB10:l-2). 
Martin never received sympathy from the teacher, whatever 
the apparent reason for his behavior. Commenting after 
class on the incident described above, she said: 
"Did you see the incident down there? I don’t know. 
Someone says something to him and he just goes off- 
explodes. He thinks everyone is learning basketball 
and he isn’t. He said some kids are riding him, but 
they aren’t. They are not mean to him” (BB10:2). 
On another occasion, when he got discouraged because he 
couldn’t set the ball in volleyball and sat down, the 
teacher explained: 
"I did threaten him. I told him that he couldn’t 
sit on the benches any more. That he has to get up 
there and he has to learn because it takes a while to 
build these skills and not to be discouraged about it. 
So I told him he couldn’t cry and he couldn’t sit on 
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the bench. And he didn’t. So whether it was a good 
technique or not, I don’t know, but I did it anyway" 
(Tch3:4 ) . 
Attributions. Martin attributes success to effort and 
associates success with feeling good about his performance. 
In explaining his perceived improvement in serving the 
volleyball, he cited practice as the reason for his success. 
"Before I used to serve over to the right and I just 
couldn’t get my hand going right. That’s why 
volleyball is more fun" (Indl:2). 
He also talked about a swim race in which he came in second 
place and was really pleased with himself -- even though he 
didn’t remember any recognition from fellow students or the 
teacher. 
"I really did well in swimming. We had to go back and 
forth and I came up second. I felt really good about 
that" (Indl:1). 
Martin attributes non-success to factors outside his 
control, especially adverse comments made to him when he 
appears to be on-task. Recounting an event in basketball, 
he said: 
"We were doing dribbling down the court, 2 on 1, see, 
and people said 'stop doing that’ and stuff and I 
didn’t feel good. I just went down and sat on the 
benches" (Indl:2). 
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He associates non-success with feelings of frustration and 
prefers to withdraw himself physically from the situation 
rather than continue to confront it. 
One change, Martin reported, would make his physical 
education experience better -- "that people wouldn’t say 
things that would put people down...that they should try 
better" (Indl:3). He perceived the higher-skilled as more 
likely to be tolerant of his effort and more likely to give 
him help, whereas he expected the lesser skilled to be more 
critical. 
"One person, I won’t mention any names, he continually 
says ’don’t do that, you’re messing it all up and 
everything’. But when the ball comes to him, he 
hardly hits it right" (Indl:3). 
Given this context, it is surprising and paradoxical that 
Martin still prefers team activities to individual ones "I 
like team games better because it is more fun with people 
than when you are alone" (Indl:6). 
Site Two 
Beacon Elementary School 
Beacon School is an k-6th grade elementary school of 
265 students located in a residential community in western 
Massachusetts. The student population is racially diverse; 
approximately 60 percent are Caucasian and 40 percent 
predominantly Puerto Rican or Asian. Most of the students 
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are either from middle class (business or professional) or 
from blue collar working families. About 10 percent, 
however, come from families with no income other than 
welf are. 
The surrounding community, and therefore the school 
population, is both stable and unstable. More that half of 
the students will live in the area, go to public schools 
within the district, and graduate from either the regional 
high school or the local technical school. Almost all of 
those students will attend college upon graduation. The 
remaining students are unlikely to stay in the elementary 
school for more than two years and in some cases they do not 
finish a single school year at Beacon. Of those that 
remain, few attend the local high school and fewer still 
will attend college upon graduation. 
The school building is new. Completed three years ago, 
the school resembles more a castle with turrets than a 
traditional school building. That architectural impression 
remains strong even though the school is surrounded by open 
fields instead of a moat. Inside the school, to the left of 
the entry way, is the majority of the classrooms. Nearest 
to the entrance are the first grade rooms, furthest away are 
the sixth graders. Also to the left are the resource rooms, 
the library, and the ditto room. To the right of the 
entrance is the main office, the art room, kindergarten and 
Head Start Preschool classrooms, the gymnasium/auditorium, 
the teachers lounge, and the cafeteria. 
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While the student population is somewhat unstable, most 
of the faculty are ’’old timers'*. In general, they have been 
teaching together for at least six years and more often for 
fifteen years. Predominantly female, they joke about 
"allowing men to teach with them". In fact, there are five 
males in the school: three teachers, the cafeteria director, 
and the custodian. 
Prior to the announcement of the school budget for the 
upcoming year, the teacher’s lounge bespoke of the comradery 
of many years together. Showers for upcoming births were 
held, someone brought in doughnuts every Friday, and special 
breakfasts were given. Now the conversations center on who 
is losing her/his job, forth-coming budget cuts, high 
classroom numbers for the fall, and lack of support for the 
school administration. 
Teachers are expected to monitor their class whether in 
the classroom or when moving about in the building. Few 
students are found in the hallways during the day except at 
lunch or recess. Severe discipline problems are referred to 
the principal, although several teachers (including Erma, 
the physical education teacher) reported dissatisfaction 
with the subsequent handling of such problems. With one 
exception, the principal was not observed far from her 
office. She played the piano for the fifth and sixth grades 
musical practices. These practices took place in the 
gymnasium which becomes the auditorium on days when there is 
no physical education. 
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The physical education program is taught by one woman 
who had been teaching in the district for 10 years. She 
looks forward to retirement (several years away) and says 
that she would prefer not to teach. Her facilities include 
the gym with bleachers (regulation basketball court length 
with end and side baskets -- all at regulation height), an 
office adjoining the gym, an equipment storage room, large 
outside fields, and a small blacktop space. Given the goals 
of her program, she believes that she has ample equipment. 
There is a single sixth grade class at Beacon taught by 
one of the male teachers. The students from that class come 
to physical education two times a week for classes of 45 
minutes each. The class has 21 students, 11 boys and 10 
girls. Many of the students play in after-school recreation 
leagues. All but two of the boys and five of the girls 
currently play in either Little League or Lassie League. 
Softball and baseball are the most popular of the town 
recreation league offerings. 
Erma (Teacher) 
Erma is 48 years old, married, with grown children 
scattered across the Atlantic states. After taking time out 
to raise her children, she resumed teaching physical 
education again 10 years ago at Beacon School. A self 
professed "home body”, she grew up in the area, married a 
local man, and continues to live within close proximity to 
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the school. Considered by her colleagues to be an "old 
timer", she knows or seems to know everyone who has lived in 
the school district for more than a few years. 
Her curriculum has been developed over the years to 
emphasize team games, with some square dancing, fitness 
testing, and tumbling. 
"We start with the basic skills in kindergarten, 1st, 
2nd, and even in 3rd you have to review all that stuff. 
Once they are in 4th grade I don’t emphasize skills, 
but try to expose them to a variety of activities" 
(Pg 1:3,8). 
Her reasons for selecting a curriculum with primary emphasis 
on game play are based on several factors. First, Erma 
likes games and competition. Second, she feels that 
students try harder in curricula of games play than in 
curricula more oriented to skill development. Third, she 
feels the students get bored practicing skills. 
"I am just batting my head against a brick wall with 
practicing drills. Kids don’t want to practice them. 
They just get bored. They stand around" (pg. 1:1). 
She partially attributes her preference for games play to 
her own lack of creativity in designing drills and partially 
to the recreation leagues where her students expect to play 
games with or without the prerequisite skills. At the most 
basic level, however, she simply is unwilling and 
uninterested in developing any other type of physical 
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education program. As a consequence, Erma’s expressed 
beliefs about her program and the program I actually 
observed, were more congruent than in either of the other 
two schools. 
Certain routines were followed to maintain order and to 
ease the transition from the classroom to the gym. Students 
were picked up at their class and walked in double file to 
the playing space. Roll is taken, "it’s just for myself. I 
like to know who is here and who is not” (Tchl:3). The 
teams are announced or captains are appointed to select 
teams. The game continues until the end of the period at 
which time the class is walked back to their classroom. 
Erma had one expectations for the sixth grade students 
-- try (effort). Skill ability differences were recognized 
but not considered as important as effort. 
”1 just expect them to come in and try. I don’t like 
to see a kid who refuses. You work with that kid and 
you try to talk with him. And I don’t have a problem 
with that. I try to tell them 'look not everyone is 
good in your math class, you can’t expect that from 
yourself here either’. Some kids at that age either 
have a skill or they are never going to have it. I 
don’t grade them on ability” (pg. 1:3,6). 
Students who are unlikely to try in her class are the low 
skilled. Recognizing that low-skilled students are 
uncomfortable in game situations, afraid of the ball, or 
often absent, Erma tries not to embarrass them during the 
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games, tries not to call undue attention to them. "I know 
that these kids go way out in the outfield in softball. If 
that is where they are comfortable, let them be” (pg. 1:7) 
Her interactions with the students were consistent 
across the units. Erma continually talks to the students, 
the majority of her skill feedback being general positive 
feedback (e.g., good job, nice try, maybe next time). 
Occasionally, and especially in batting during softball, she 
would give corrective feedback. In general, the students 
did not misbehave. 
Erma attributes student success to effort. Her view of 
the learning process assumes that students who try may 
eventually get better and students who are already skilled 
will continue to execute the skill well. Students who don’t 
try, on the other hand, will lag behind. 
"There are a few kids in volleyball who were not 
successful and they might not even enjoy it and I mean 
that is life...And I tell them that...If they really 
want to learn to play, they are all capable. I don’t 
think there is anyone who is physically unable to 
play volleyball, if they want to learn it and work at 
it” (TCH2:3 ) . 
Class C 
Yasmine 
General description. Yasmine is among the tallest of 
the girls in her class. With dark hair and blue eyes, often 
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wearing clothes with bright neon colors, she is easily 
visible in the class. She has an infectious smile and was 
comfortably conversational during the interviews. In class, 
however, she stands apart from others and always has a frown 
on her face. 
In spite of her assertion that she is a good student, 
her teachers report she is absent at least one day per week, 
produces little finished work in the classroom, and is 
academically poor in all areas. A transfer student from an 
affluent suburban area of a major city in the state, Yasmine 
has attended Beacon School for three months. The physical 
education program at her previous school, she reported, 
offered softball, football, basketball, and gymnastics. 
Yasmine says her favorite subject in school is art and her 
least favorite is math. She describes herself as low 
skilled in physical education. 
After school and on the weekends, she reports watching 
TV, riding motorcycles with her mother and her mother’s 
friends, shopping, and collecting U.S. stamps and butterfly 
pins. Yasmine has numerous pets (2 dogs, 2 cats, 1 bird, 1 
fish, 1 turtle, and 1 frog) and hopes one day to be a 
veterinarian. 
In-class behavior. Yasmine was classified as low 
skilled in the volleyball and softball units observed for 
this study. On the serving test in volleyball, Yasmine 
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served only 1 out of 10 balls over the net from 5 feet 
inside the service line. On the softball striking test, she 
failed to hit the ball. 
On day two during the volleyball game, the observer 
wrote, 
"Yasmine looks completely lost. She rotates back 
instead of sideways. Her expression is sour and 
she holds her hands down and together in front of her. 
She stands to the side of the court, weight on one leg, 
shoulders hunched. When the ball came near her, she 
once flayed her arms in the direction of the ball but 
usually she just stands there and lets the ball drop 
to the ground” (VB3:1). 
Twice during the volleyball unit, Yasmine tried to 
remove herself from the games. On the first day, she sat 
out the second game saying that the boys were making fun of 
her because she wasn’t trying. Two days later, she 
approached the teacher and observer with tears in her eyes 
saying, ”1 don’t want to play volleyball anymore. The boys 
make fun of me and don’t give me a turn" (VB4:2). 
The teacher’s response was to "keep trying” and to refuse to 
allow her to sit out any games. 
Yasmine experienced little success in playing 
volleyball. She was able to serve the ball over the net 4 
times out of 15 times. Aside from three unsuccessful 
attempts to hit the ball over the six days of volleyball, 
she had no contact whatever with balls coming into her 
94 
space. Often the balls bounced very close to her feet. She 
was named a "statue" by her teammates, a name which she used 
herself in describing her minimal efforts to play the game 
(LSI:8 ) . 
Her team in volleyball devised a number of strategies 
in response to Yasmine’s non-attempts to hit the ball. In 
the beginning of the unit, they tried to encourage her to 
try when she was serving or when the ball came to her on the 
court. Yasmine observed, however, that help was unlikely to 
come from the boys, 
"the boys will only talk to you if you do something 
right, then they will congratulate you. But they 
would never help you" (LS2:3). 
By the second day of the unit, her teammates comments had 
become more critical, ("ah, c’mon try at least" or "go for 
the ball, it won’t hurt you" VB4:3). By the end of the 
unit, Yasmine was ignored by her teammates. 
Another strategy employed by her team was covering 
Yasmine’s space during the opponents’ serve. At least twice 
during each game, one of the higher-skilled students would 
move from the back row to stand next to Yasmine in the 
middle row during the serve (VB3:1, VB4:2, VB6:1). 
There was one glimmer of hope for Yasmine during the 
unit. In spite of her articulated fear of the ball, "I 
can’t hit the ball. I am afraid of it. I had never 
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played it before now" (Indl:8) or perhaps because of it, two 
girls on her team volunteered to practice with her at recess 
and lunch. Yasmine talked about the practices this way, 
"When I was practicing in the gym, I was hitting (bump) 
with my thumbs crossed and the ball was going all over 
the place. And Laura told me to hit it with my thumbs 
uncrossed and I said okay. And I hit it over the net 
three times and I got really excited" (LS2:2). 
However, her excitement and success in working in the small 
group practice setting did not increase her confidence in 
the social setting of playing the full game in class. 
"When everyone is around, I get scared and I don’t want 
to hit the ball. When there are less people than in a 
game, then I can hit it" (LSI:11). 
Little changed for Yasmine during softball. Although 
on two occassions articulating a preference for softball, "I 
really like softball because I am a good runner and I can 
catch good, but I can’t hit" (LS1:2), she demonstrated 
immature running, throwing and batting patterns. In 
addition, she was absent for two days of the unit. Yasmine 
was only minimally successful in batting, contacting the 
ball twice (once on a ball that had first bounced on the 
ground) and striking out twice. 
The response of her classmates varied. She was always 
the last girl selected by the captains, a point of which she 
was fully aware, ("no one will pick me" SB2:3) . When 
batting, she received some encouragement from her teammates, 
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but more negative comments -- both from her own teammates 
and from the other team ("oh no, another out", "she can’t 
hit it" (SB4:1). The teacher gave some skill feedback on 
her batting and offered occasional words of encouragement 
("nice try") afterwards. While her team was at bat, Yasmine 
often sat apart from both the girls and the boys, sometimes 
attempting to sit next to the researcher. 
Yasmine would position herself in right field and stand 
in a stance similar to the one she displayed in volleyball. 
She did not have a glove and stood with weight balanced more 
on one foot than the other. Sometimes her hands were in her 
pockets, sometimes held in front of her. During the entire 
unit, not one ball was hit into her field area. 
Attributions. Yasmine attributed her success to luck. 
She cited a hit toward third base in softball as one time 
she was successful. Even though she was thrown out at 
first, she was very excited about hitting the ball. A few 
on her team congratulated her as did the teacher. When she 
struck out the next time at bat, her reaction was, "Did you 
see? I hit the ball the first time. I can never hit it the 
second turn" (SB2:3). 
Yasmine attributed her lack of success to her fear of 
the ball in game settings. She recounted, 
"I let the ball in volleyball go past me and it hit me 
in the face. I’m afraid of balls. I just wanted to 
sit out" (Indl:8). 
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Yasmine’s initial response to making her physical 
education experience better was to practice harder and keep 
trying. She confessed liking volleyball when she practiced 
in the smaller group setting, "I felt good coming to 
practice” (LS2:3) , but did not suggest changing the ways in 
which the activites were taught in the class. Yasmine did, 
however, want to drop volleyball from the curriculum, "I 
would drop the boring stuff and do more exciting things” 
(Indl:9). For her, an exciting activity was softball. 
Melanie 
General description. Melanie is average in height with 
waist-length brown straight hair and large lens glasses 
which she wears all the time. Although classified in this 
study as low skilled in both the volleyball and softball 
units, she holds the district track records for sixth 
graders in the standing long jump and the 880 yard run. 
Needless to say, she prefers the track unit to any other 
activity in physical education during the school year. 
Academically, Melanie gets straight A report cards and 
is regarded by teachers as one of the brightest 6th graders 
at Deacon School. Even so, she professed a preference for 
recess to any class, as well as a distaste for spelling. 
Melanie hopes to study at the same women’s college her 
mother attended and to become a statistician. 
She lives at home with her two brothers, her mother and 
her mother’s first cousin (male). After school and on the 
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weekends Melanie says she mostly watches TV and reads. 
Melanie is a saver, who reported she has over $200.00 in the 
bank. On two interview occasions, she bragged about having 
a boyfriend in a nearby town. 
There is a volleyball net strung in her backyard where 
she claimed to have practiced some of the volleyball skills 
such as hitting the ball out of the net. 
"I don’t see how you are supposed to hit the ball out 
of the net. I practiced for an hour at home yesterday, 
having the ball rolling off the net, but I couldn’t get 
it off. Even if you stand on the ground and roll the 
ball up the net, you can’t get under it and hit it” 
(LSI:1 ) . 
Melanie describes her skill level in both volleyball and 
softball as medium. 
In-class behavior. For this study, Melanie was 
considered low skilled in both units (volleyball and 
softball). On the volleyball serve test, she successfully 
served 2 out of 10 balls over the net. On the "hit a 
pitched ball" skills test in softball, she hit the ball back 
to the pitcher 2 of 6 times. 
During the games, Melanie always tried to contact or 
field the ball if it was anywhere in her area. Such 
efforts were in sharp contrast to Yasmine, (also a low- 
skilled student observed in this study) who was in the same 
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class. Melanie’s attempts, about one-third of which were 
successful in volleyball games, drew some encouragement, but 
mostly criticism from her peers. 
In softball, Melanie was slightly more successful than 
in volleyball. Although rarely was a ball hit to her 
position in center right field, Melanie could field a ground 
ball and throw the ball to the person covering second base. 
She could hit a pitched ball, albeit she usually hit the 
ball either towards third base or to the pitcher. Getting 
on base often had more to with the fielding team’s inability 
to throw out the runner going to second, than to Melanie’s 
ability to run fast. 
Melanie received numerous (18) skill-related feedback 
statements during the interaction coding days, although she 
received none on the first day. Four were given by the 
teacher ("move up, nice try, keep your right foot on the 
ground”), while the rest were generated by the students on 
her team. Almost all instances of feedback by the students 
came when Melanie was either batting or attempting to volley 
a ball. Some of the comments were encouraging ("c’mon you 
can do it” SB3:1 ) while many others were critical ("ah, 
c’mon hit the ball, will you” VB4:2). 
In lieu of positive feedback from her peers, Melanie 
initiated a number of monologues congratulating herself for 
a good performance, ”1 made it, I hit it over” in 
volleyball, or "I got on base cause I didn’t strike out, and 
I made it home" (VB4:1 and SB2:1 ) . Sometimes during her 
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monologues, someone on the team would respond with a 
statement of general feedback ("yeh, that was good" VB4:1), 
but often Melanie’s self-evaluative remarks would not be 
acknowledged by the teacher or by her peers. 
Attributions. Melanie attributed her success to luck, 
ability, and practice. She talked about luck when she got 
on first base after hitting the softball. "It was only 
because of a major error by Thomas. I should have been out, 
but he errored" (LSI:4 ) . She attributed her success at the 
district track meet to ability "I can jump high" (SB3:1). 
About her success in serving the volleyball, she explained, 
"you do this with the ball (demonstrates underhand 
serve pattern) and you keep trying and your arms 
turn red until you get it. I think I learned to serve 
last year, no at the beginning of this year. I taught 
myself. My teacher in gym didn’t really teach me to 
serve. She did teach us how to bump but no one does 
it" (LSI:1 ) . 
When it came to recalling instances in which she was 
unsuccessful, Melanie had more difficulty than any of the 
other low-skilled students interviewed. She attributed her 
non-success in the square dance unit to the general lack of 
class interest, "No one likes it. It depends on your 
partner. I prefer to have a partner you can swing around 
and who will fall on the floor" (LS2:5). 
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Melanie would make two major changes in the physical 
education class. First she would have equipment available 
for everyone. "Perhaps I would do better if I had a glove" 
(LS2:7). Second, she would 
"take away most of the boys. They are jerks because 
they criticize. They have to, they are boys" (LS2:5). 
In Melanie’s mind, the boys are the most likely to make fun 
of girls’ mistakes during the games, are likely to blame 
girls for game-losing mistakes, and likely only to give 
help if their performance made a difference to the team. 
"I did something right and no one said anything to 
me. When I served it over the net, the boys said 
'oh I didn’t expect you to get any points’. Like 
they were disappointed in me or something" (LS1:3). 
Site Three 
Alpine Elementary School 
Alpine Elementary School is a small 3rd-6th grade 
elementary school located in a residential community in 
western Massachusetts. With the exception of five children, 
the student population of 275 is entirely Caucasian. Most 
are from either working class (factory workers or farmers) 
or middle class (business or professional) families. The 
community is economically and demographically stable. About 
95% of the students at Alpine attended the town’s nearby K-2 
elementary school. Almost all will attend the regional high 
school and some 85% of the graduates will go immediately to 
college. 
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The school was built in 1972 and is shaped like a 
captial "I". At the top of the "I" are classrooms and the 
music/art/and physical education teachers’ office. At the 
bottom of the "I" are more classrooms. There are two 
connecting hallways. On one side of the main connecting 
hallway is the main entrance to the school, the 
administrative offices, faculty lounge, nurses office and a 
conference room. On the other side is the cafeteria, which 
serves as the gym, and an auditorium for school functions. 
Also, off the second connecting hallway is the library and 
several resource rooms. 
In total at Alpine, there are 11 teachers (five of whom 
are males), one principal, two resource teachers, and one 
teacher each for art, music, and physical education. The 
latter three subject specialists and the principal are the 
only school members who work at both the elementary sites. 
Most of the teachers have taught in this school for more 
than seven years. There is a comradery in the teacher’s 
lounge which bespeaks of long term relationships with each 
other. Recently with the upcoming election to override 
Proposition 2 1/2, the mood has tempored and conversations 
focus on losing jobs, monies, and school services. 
The tone of school management is firm. Students are 
rarely in the hallway once school has started unless moving 
to a special activity or lunch. The teachers have primary 
responsibility for discipline within their classes, as well 
as for maintaining more general order in the school. 
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Teachers will often ask students walking in the hallways 
where they are going and will check to see if they arrived 
at their destination. Few matters of routine discipline 
reach the principal’s office. 
Decentralized responsibility for control does not mean 
that the principal is invisible. She is well respected 
among the faculty and a regular participant in the school 
community. She listens carefully to faculty suggestions and 
employs faculty meetings to discuss relevant school issues. 
Several faculty meetings this year have focussed on specific 
subject curriculums for K-6th (e.g., social studies and 
science). 
The school building, however old, is spotlessly clean 
and bright. The walls are decorated with various art 
projects and were changed once during the time of 
observation. All classrooms have rows of windows which face 
the outside fields surrounding the school. 
The physical education program is taught by one woman 
who has taught at the school for 15 years. She appears to 
thoroughly enjoy teaching elementary physical education, but 
in conversation is tentative about her own teaching prowess. 
Her facilities include the cafeteria (a regulation 
basketball court long with two smaller courts width-wise), 
an equipment storage room, a blacktop area and grass fields 
outside, and a office shared with the art and music teacher. 
The curriculum is primarily team games, with additional 
units in jump rope, tennis, and folk dance. 
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There are two sixth grade classes. Each comes to 
physical education as a class once a week for 50 minutes. 
The class observed for the present study had 27 students, 12 
girls and 15 boys. 
There are no elementary school sponsored afterschool 
sports programs. Community recreation leagues, however, 
offer a variety of age-group sports during the year. Many 
of the sixth graders participate in at least one community 
sponsored sport each year, and some join teams for two or 
three. 
Mary Beth (Teacher) 
Mary Beth is 52 years old, married, with grown children 
most of whom live in the area. A high school and collegiate 
fencer, Mary Beth chose teaching because of her love for 
children. Certified as an elementary classroom teacher, 
Mary Beth has been teaching physical education full-time for 
fifteen years. Twelve of those years have been at Alpine 
and its early elementary school counterpart. Despite talk 
in the town of reducing the physical education program, Mary 
Beth remains cautiously optimistic about her position, "I 
really don’t want to go back into the classroom, but if they 
eliminate PE, I will” (FN3:4). A regular participant in 
inservice workshops, she constantly changes bits and pieces 
of her program to incorporate new ideas. 
Her curriculum, developed over the years, is games- 
oriented with some folk dance and gymnastics. Attention is 
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given to skills in the lower elementary grades, while in the 
sixth grade the focus is on games play. 
"I think my main objective is for the kids to be able 
to play regardless of their level, that they have a 
little more understanding of the game, and that they 
will have some funM (pg 1:4). 
Seeing the students only once a week, Mary Beth feels there 
is not enough time for skills acquisition and games playing. 
She does, however, incorporate some elements of strategy 
into the games. Strategies like offensive placement, for 
example, are introduced and students then work in small 
groups planning ways of incorporating the strategies in 
their game. 
"This year I have been stressing group work more. At 
this point it’s nice to practice the skills, but they 
need to get actually involved in some kind of game 
or process of planning and taking some responsibility 
of what they can do and putting it together. In 
basketball they have to devise strategies or plays for 
their teams" (pg. 1:1) 
There was little evidence in the classes I observed, 
however, that the strategy sessions were opportunities for 
students to work together. Often the few higher skilled or 
interested students developed the plays (and monitored their 
execution during team practice sessions) with the lesser- 
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skilled students being left to talk among themselves, 
physically remove themselves from the planning group, or not 
pay attention to the plans that emerged. 
Mary Beth’s primary expectation for the students was 
that they try -- give 100 percent effort and participate to 
the best of their ability. That all students learn to enjoy 
games and to understand the rules and strategies were 
secondary expectations. She judged her units successful 
(and thereby herself) by the students enthusiasm and by her 
own excitement about how things were going. 
"I think today went really well. There was not much 
wait time. When I see the drill is not going well 
or they are getting sloppy, I change it. I saw lots 
of improvement today” (FN 3/27:3) 
For several reasons, her expectations were difficult 
for some students to achieve. For example, Mary Beth’s 
directions often were unclear and much class time was lost 
in repeating them. On frequent occasions, individual 
students were picked to demonstrate skills they had not 
mastered -- even over a student’s protest at being selected. 
Thus, students rarely saw the drill or skill demonstrated in 
the correct manner. 
Drills often were too difficult for the students. The 
only drill on bumping the ball was "set the ball to a person 
whose back is to the net, who then will bump the ball over 
the net to the other side”. Few could set the ball 
accurately to their partner, others didn’t know how to 
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position their body for the hit, while others persisted with 
an incorrect hand position. Finally, processing time at the 
end of the class was reduced to hand raising in answer to 
specific questions asked by the teacher (e.g., who thinks 
they got better today?). 
Mary Beth did provide general or specific skill 
feedback to some individual students. This feedback usually 
was given to correct form on simple skills e.g., serving 
(foot and hand position) or dribbling a basketball ("don’t 
slap, use your fingertips”). Although the low-skilled 
students usually were not the recipients of skill-related 
feedback, they also were not the recipients of feedback 
related to class behavior. 
Although unarticulated as an expectation, Mary Beth did 
expect students to improve and had definite attributions 
regarding student learning. It was her belief that students 
remain low skilled for several reasons -- the activity was 
socially "uncool” to play, fear of the ball, lack of basic 
ability, or general lack of interest in sports. The end 
result is that she expected the low-skilled students to be 
less successful in the real game, give up quickly, and 
resort to sitting or standing near the side lines. 
"I think in their own way they really want to try and 
did get some better... I guess I’m always trying to 
look for a way to say ’Okay maybe you are not great, 
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but try a little harder, or keep going. You’ll get 
better.* That gives them that enthusiasm [to keep 
trying]" (pg. 3:5). 
For her part, Mary Beth feels she accommodates the low- 
skilled students by changing the rules slightly (e.g., 
allowing them to move closer to serve) and by providing what 
she perceives to be sufficient class time to practice the 
skills. 
Behavior problems were attributed to the higher skilled 
students and boys in particular, ’’They feel they know it 
all and do not need to listen” (pg 1:6). She feels that 
much of their information about skills and rules comes from 
the recreation leagues where they are used to playing 
regulation games and not engaging in learning activities. 
"They are unwilling to understand that not everyone 
loves the game like they do or has the skills... They 
get very frustrated if I modify the game. During 
the game, they get very rough and aggressive and 
start to use bad language. One thing I tried this year 
was to give them a chance to come down at recess and 
play half court basketball” (pg. 3:4). 
Mary Beth was not very confident about her ability to 
teach skills. Throughout the observations, she would ask me 
to evaluate her teaching, class organization, and 
progressions, ("how do you think it is going?"). In the 
end, I think she understood I was not there to evaluate her 
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work. In exchange for allowing me the opportunity to 
observe, however, I did help plan a new tennis unit, once 
the observation was completed. 
Class D 
Patricia 
General description, Patricia was the smallest girl in 
her class by several inches and slender to the point of 
being petite. Her almond-shaped eyes always twinkled and a 
smile was usually present on her face. In physical 
education class, she would much rather talk to the two girls 
in her practice group than play. For this study, Patricia 
was classified as low skilled in both the basketball and 
volleyball units. On the lay-up test, she attempted the 
shots but was unable to, a) dribble with her eyes forward, 
b) make a smooth transition from the dribble to the shot, 
and c) produce enough force to push the ball as high as the 
net. On the volleyball serve test, Patricia served 2 of 6 
over the net, although only 1 went into the proper area. 
She describes her own skill level as "terrible". 
Academically, Patricia usually gets "C’s" -- likes 
spelling and detests math. She has one best friend, 
Dierdre, with whom she roller-skates on the weekends. This 
friend also was in her practice group for both basketball 
and volleyball. 
Patricia is a latch-key child. She is alone from the 
end of school until 6:00 when a parent comes home from work. 
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While alone, Patricia does her homework, watches TV, and 
fixes herself something to eat (either a snack or dinner). 
In-class behavior. Patricia initially tried all the 
skill tasks assigned by the teacher. When she experienced 
some success, as in double dutch (jump rope), she would 
continue practicing. On the other hand, once she determined 
that there was no immediate chance for success, Patricia 
became a "competent bystander" (Tousignant, 1982). That is, 
Patricia acted in such a way as to make it appear to a 
casual observer that she was attempting the skill practice 
when, in fact, she was not. This participation pattern was 
encouraged by her peers. On the second day of the 
basketball unit, the observer wrote: 
Patricia can’t get the ball to touch the net. Chews 
on her sweatshirt while waiting next turn. When her 
turn comes, she goes to the end of the line. She does 
it again (no one in her line says anything). Now she 
is in front again and holds out her arms to receive 
the ball. The boy returning the ball gives it to girl 
immediately after Patricia. The girls tries to give 
the ball to Patricia, who backs away saying no. The 
girl shoots and Patricia returns to the end of the 
line (6 March:1). 
Patricia talked about the same incident when asked to 
describe a "time you did awful in gym". She described, 
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"We were in a line shooting for baskets and I tried 
like 10 times and couldn’t get the ball near the 
basket. So whenever it was my turn, I just went to 
the end of the line and didn’t shoot anymore" 
(Individual interview:1). 
Her success in basketball was limited by the most 
fundamental of problems - she could not produce sufficient 
force to hit the rim or make a basket. In addition, by 
holding her arms stiff and outward to meet an oncoming ball, 
she made it nearly impossible to catch it. 
The competent bystander pattern was repeated in 
volleyball. Patricia would move forward in the line until 
it was her turn to set the ball. Twice she reached the 
front of the line but before attempting the drill, gave the 
ball to- the next in line (boy), and moved back to the end of 
the line. 
Although not restricted in volleyball by such 
fundamental problems, her rates of success were only 
marginally better. In the five days of the volleyball unit, 
Patricia had 39 opportunities to serve, return the serve, or 
volley the ball. She made three successful volleys of 9, 2 
successful returns of serve (out of 6), and 4 successful 
serves out of 24. 
Patricia received little skill-related feedback. On 
the four interaction coding days, she received a total of 
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two corrections of form by the teacher, one "nice tryM from 
a female peer, and two negative statements from the boys in 
her group. 
Patricia communicated with her group in three ways: 
asking questions, laughter, and making small talk. For 
example, three times on the interaction coding days she 
asked questions about what to do and where to go. Several 
times, Patricia would laugh before or during her attempt to 
perform the skill (e.g., serve). This laughter seemed 
related to her obvious nervousness about performing before 
her classmates. Finally, Patricia engaged in a steady stream 
of conversation about hair styles, movies, and other classes 
-- usually with her friend Dierdre. "I like being in groups 
because I can talk to people and I especially like being 
with Dierdre" (AGIRLS:2). For other than rare instances of 
teacher feedback or peer comment, Patricia was invisible in 
the class. When her access to feedback is compared to 
higher-skilled students in the class, she could be regarded 
as "ignored”. Patricia is quite content with this role. "I 
would rather not get the attention" (ALS:2). 
Patricia consistently receives "0’s" (outstanding) for 
a grade in physical education. She attributes her good 
grade to the fact that the teacher says she is improving and 
that she is quiet when the teacher is talking. In her 
opinion, "anyone can get an "0" if they listen" (AGirls:2). 
Interview data indicate that Patricia was fully aware that 
outside of a few activities, she tries very little. 
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Attributions. In the interviews, Patricia cited two 
instances of success. She recalled favorably the jump rope 
unit especially the double dutch component. In this 
example, she was one of the few who could already do double 
dutch and so she received praise from her peers and 
compliments from the teacher. She indicated that being 
successful made her feel good and proud of her ability to 
jump. 
Nevertheless, her typical explanation of any perceived 
success was to say MI don’t know why”. For instance, in 
setting the ball in volleyball, Patricia reports, 
"I don’t know why I got better on the set. I tried it 
once and I always thought before it was going to hurt 
me or something. And I tried it and it didn’t hurt” 
(Aindividual:2) 
In this particular instance, it is interesting to note that 
while Patricia may have gained enough courage to attempt to 
strike the ball, the actual field note tallies indicate that 
she was rarely successful in either the return of serve or 
the volley (out of 15 opportunities, 8 were unsuccessful, 5 
were successful hits, and 2 were non-attempts). 
Patricia says that she "wants to get better" (ALS:3) 
and attributes her failure to progress to the inadequacy of 
her present teacher. She recalled that in her other 
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elementary school ’’the teacher helped me more" (Ind:l), but 
feels that in her present school the teacher does not 
really help her to improve. 
"I got worse on the serve. Cause I am getting lazy. 
Because before I knew how to do it. And now I can’t. 
It’s because she showed me a different way to serve. 
And I want to go back to my other way” (ALS:3). 
Patricia tried to avoid any prominent display of either 
failure or struggle to learn. Her team colluded with her by 
neither helping her with the skills nor giving her a hard 
time if she failed. Yet some situations made notice of her 
low-skill status inevitable. For example, the public nature 
of telling the teacher the number of baskets made, when she 
hadn’t made any (and was the only person not to have done 
so) was painful. She became embarrassed and flustered when 
her name was read, and looked down at her shoes as if 
pretending she didn’t hear her name. The teacher, upon 
hearing zero, suggested that Patricia keep track next time 
of the number of balls that hit the rim. With that, 
Patricia resumed gazing at her tennis shoes. 
Finally, she blames the teacher for being unclear in 
her directions and expectations. 
’’She tells you so many things that you can’t even 
remember. She would explain the drills in the 
weirdest way, like you pass to this person and then 
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you run down the court. And when you get back into 
your groups, we have to ask again what we are supposed 
to do" (AGIRLS:3). 
What changes would she make if given the opportunity? 
First, Patricia would change the teacher. She indicated 
that by changing the teacher, she would get more help in 
improving her skills. Second, she indicated wanting her 
practice group to be comprised of her friends. Here, it is 
interesting to speculate about whether she engages in so 
much in-class chatter with friends because she can’t do the 
skills, or because socializing simply is more attractive 
than practicing skills. Finally, she would have the 
curriculum consist only of those activities in which she can 
succeed, "I like to do something I know how to doM (indl:2). 
Not surprisingly her favorite activity was jumping rope. 
Marsha 
General description. Marsha was one of the two tallest 
girls in her class. Already entering adolescence, she not 
only was tall (by approximately three inches, but her face 
exhibited a mild case of pubescent acne. Marsha was quiet 
to the point of being shy, declining to respond to anything 
other than direct questions in the group interviews. In 
physical education class, Marsha would stand quietly in her 
practice group, always attempting the drill but never doing 
more than what was asked. 
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For this study, she was classified as low skilled in 
both the basketball and volleyball units. On the basketball 
skill test, she performed the lay-up in a non-continuous 
pattern of dribble (eyes watching the ball), stop, and 
shoot. Her shot was executed with two hands. On the 
volleyball serve test, she served the ball over the net once 
out of six attempts. She described her own skill level in 
basketball as "low", but "low middle" in volleyball 
(AGirls:2, Indiv:2). 
Academically, Marsha is a straight A student, 
preferring math to any other subject and disliking writing. 
She enjoys reading, movies, and hard rock music. After 
school, she reported liking to play badminton and baseball. 
Because Marsha does not like softball, she has never played 
in any of the town recreation leagues available to girls 
(Ind:1). 
In-class behavior. Marsha rarely talked to anyone in 
her practice group although she would respond briefly when 
her friends Patricia or Dierdre approached her. During 
instruction, she sat alone with her eyes either focused on 
the teacher or on the floor directly ahead of her tennis 
shoes. With the exception of the basketball strategy 
planning sessions in which her practice group was to come up 
with some basketball plays, Marsha always attempted to do 
the class activity. During the strategy sessions, however, 
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she stood apart from the boys who made all of the plans. 
The boys made no effort to include her in the planning, 
neither did she try to join the strategy group. 
In learning tasks (drills) she tried, but was rarely 
successful. For example, Marsha could not produce enough 
force to allow a two handed chest pass to hit the wall from 
six feet. Although the teacher asked her to move closer, 
Marsha never attempted a pass from the closer distance 
(ABB1:3). In volleyball she tried to volley the ball, but 
it invariably failed to go over the net. Instead of trying 
again, as others had before her, she quietly went back to 
the end of the line (AVB4:1). 
On coding days for successful trials, Marsha had 20 
attempts to touch the basketball -- she successfully shot 4 
of 10 attempts, passed or caught a passed ball 3 of 5 times, 
and unsuccessfully tried a lay-up 5 times. In volleyball, 
she served the ball over the net 3 of 13 times, set the ball 
to someone else once out of 6 times, and tried to return the 
serve 6 times. Only two returns were successful. 
Not only did Marsha not talk in the class, few people 
spoke to her (with the exception of scattered monosyllabic 
exchanges with Patricia and Dierdre). Two times over the 
course of the units, the teacher corrected her form ("move 
closer" (ABB1:3) and "hit under" (AVB1:2). She was 
reprimanded once for talking. Otherwise, Patricia twice 
asked her friend to clarify the teacher’s directions (one 
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time Marsha shrugged "I don’t know”), once she asked how to 
hold the ball while serving, and once Marsha said "nice try 
on the serve" to Patricia after her serve almost went over 
the net (AVB4:3). 
The higher-skilled boys in Marsha’s practice group 
described her ability to play basketball and volleyball as 
low. "She just sits there and watches the ball go by" 
(AMSVBil). During the game, whenever possible these same 
boys would take what otherwise would be Marsha’s opportunity 
to hit. Never did I hear Marsha suggest to the boys that 
the ball was really hers to hit. 
In many ways, and particularly because Marsha was so 
quiet, she appeared to be invisible to her classmates and to 
the teacher. In fact, the teacher never voluntarily 
mentioned her name in formal or informal conversations, 
whereas she frequently mentioned other students’ names. 
Perhaps the reason Marsha got "0’s" (outstanding) in 
physical education was precisely because she was quiet and 
because she reported that she "did what she was supposed to 
do without fooling around" (AGIRLS:1). 
Attributions. Marsha had difficulty naming a time when 
she had been successful in physical education, "I can’t 
think of anything, not really" (ALSVB:3). Finally in 
response to probing, she came up with two instances in which 
she experienced success. In neither example, could she say 
why she had improved. 
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"I jumped in in double dutch. I felt really good, 
proud, when I did it. The people in my group said, 
'good job’. The teacher didn’t say anything. I don’t 
think she even saw me" (ALSVB:3) 
"I got better on the serve in volleyball. I just did 
it myself. It wasn’t because of the teacher" 
(ALSVB:3). 
Although Marsha thought she had improved on the serve, she 
was not very successful, getting only 3 of 13 over the net. 
Marsha, however, had no difficulty in thinking of times 
she did "awful" in the class. In two different interviews, 
she mentioned her twin nemeses: the football unit and a 
complex folk dance called Tinikling. In football, she 
attributed her inability to succeed to lack of interest: 
"She (the teacher) tried to teach me football, but I 
don’t really care for football. I did not like it. 
I can throw, but I don’t like it. I just don’t want 
to learn it. I don’t really think I got any better in 
it" (AGirls:3). 
whereas in Tinikling, she attributed her failure to her lack 
of ability. 
"I didn’t like tinikling. Cause I could never jump 
in. So I kind of gave up and I didn’t like it. I 
could beat the sticks and keep time but I couldn’t 
jump in. My group didn’t care so they didn’t say 
anything to me. And they couldn’t do it either" 
(Ind:3). 
When asked what she would change to make physical 
education better for her, Marsha said ’’the activities". 
Her preference would be to add activities that she believes 
she already knows how to do. Her like or dislike of an 
activity seems directly tied to her perceived success. 
"I would change some of the activities. I would do 
more of baseball or badminton. No more football. 
I like gym when we do fun things like volleyball and 
also things that I know how to do. I already know ho 
to do baseball" (ALSVB:5 and AGIRLS:2). 
Summary of Teacher Profiles 
The three teachers observed in this study exhibited 
both common and sharply disparate characteristics in 
personal background, interaction patterns, teaching style, 
attributions for student achievement, and awareness of low- 
skilled students in their classes. The purpose of this 
summary is to organize and review information about the 
three teachers considering them as a group. The intent, 
however, is to do so without masking the individual 
differences which are apparent in the profiles. 
Personal Characteristics 
All three of the teachers observed were Caucasian, 
between 42 and 55 years of age, and had been teaching at 
their present sites for at least 10 years. All three had 
grown up in the general area of the school in which they 
taught, were involved in the local town affairs, and were 
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known throughout their respective towns. One of the 
teachers was retiring at the end of the school year, another 
was in danger of losing her job due to inadequate school 
monies, while the third longed for retirement, but seemed 
destined to remain in place for some years to come. 
Interaction Patterns 
Although they taught very differently, all three 
teachers used a game play oriented curriculum. One teacher 
taught a series of drills prior to playing the game, the 
students of another teacher only played full games without 
practice on specific skills, while the third combined an 
emphasis on strategy with game play. In all cases, students 
of different skill levels were not accommodated by 
particular adjustments in either the drills or the games. 
All students practiced the drills together and played in the 
same modified or regulation games. 
None of the teachers used skill tests for assessing the 
levels of student skill performance, either at entry or at 
the conclusion of units. One teacher wasn’t interested in 
such information, while the other two felt skill tests would 
take away from already limited class instruction and 
activity time. 
Student demonstrations were used by the two teachers 
who taught skills or strategies before playing the game. 
Demonstrations in one setting were done primarily by the 
higher-skilled boys, and in the other by lesser-skilled 
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students of both genders. Particularly important to note is 
that the demonstrations were only shown on the right side or 
for right-hand dominant students. Left-handed students 
simply were told to "do everything the opposite way". 
The amount and type of feedback provided were fairly 
consistent among the three teachers. They gave general 
encouragement (verbal and non-verbal), offered some 
corrective feedback to individuals or groups (to girls on 
simple skills -- e.g., batting or setting, and to boys on 
more complex skills -- e.g., dribble, stop, pivot and 
positioning), and verbally or nonverbally reprimanded 
student misbehavior. 
Teaching Style 
All could explain what they intended to accomplish in 
any given class, were internally consistent in dealing with 
class management, and clearly used prepared sequences of 
instruction. Two of the teachers were brisk, businesslike, 
and relatively impersonal in their dealings with the 
students, while the third engaged in a much wider range of 
personal interactions based upon the expressed intention to 
be "friends with the students". 
Their language was exclusively male-oriented. All 
generic gender references were to "he" or "him". One 
teacher even consistently turned her body slightly towards 
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the boys when addressing the entire class (in all four 
classes, most boys and girls tended to self-segregate 
themselves into homogeneous gender clusters). 
Skill Recognition and Attribution 
None of the teachers accommodated different student 
skill levels in the class, although all three acknowledged 
there was substantial variation in ability and some students 
whose skill level was below that of other students in the 
class with regards to such individualization. One teacher 
expressed uncertainity about how to manage students working 
on different tasks at the same time. The other two teachers 
had decided that students prefer to play games rather than 
work on skills, and that by playing games the lesser-skilled 
students avoided being singled out and embarrassed by being 
obviously motor deficient. 
The three teachers did agree on attributions for skill. 
Although all thought students should continue trying even in 
the face of repeated failure, improvement was perceived 
primarily as a function of previous sport experience and 
ability -- both factors external to the class -- rather than 
a result of diligent practice in the physical education 
setting. All three felt that, in general, boys were higher 
skilled than girls, although all would have acknowledged the 
few higher-skilled girls in the class. Having low-skilled 
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students in the class who did not show significant progress 
in mastery of basic skills (especially low-skilled girls) 
was simply regarded as a natural and unavoidable fact of 
life . 
Teacher’s Relationship with the Investigator 
All three teachers initially showed some concern about 
the presence of an observer and displayed evidence of 
reactive behavior. Despite careful assurance to the 
contrary, one teacher expected that during the study her 
teaching would be critiqued and feedback shared immediately 
after class. 
As the observation proceeded, however, their fears 
appeared to by allayed, and for the most part all three 
teachers returned to business as usual with only minimal 
aknowledgement of the investigator’s presence in the 
gymnasium. Over the course of the unit, schedules 
permitting, informal conversations were held after class and 
during lunch. All three teachers expressed disappointment 
when the observations were ending, saying that they had 
enjoyed the opportunity to talk with another professional in 
physical education. 
Summary of Student Profiles 
The thirteen low-skilled students observed and 
interviewed in this study exhibited both similar and 
dissimilar characteristics in personal background, 
participation patterns, attributions for success and 
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failure, and suggestions for altering the physical education 
program. The purpose of this summary is to organize and 
review information about the thirteen low-skilled students 
by considering them as a group. The intent, however, is to 
do so without masking the individual differences which are 
apparent in the profiles. 
Personal Background 
The students were remarkedly similar by age, gender, 
race, and skill level. Almost all of the students were 
twelve years of age, save one who was 10 and one who turned 
13 during the observation period. Eleven of the students 
were female and all of the students were Caucasian. The 
latter was related to the nature of the school populations 
and does not indicate a relation between race and skill. 
Gender, however, probably was not a random artifact, as both 
the literature and some of the present data suggest gender 
differences in the learning of motor skills. Finally, all 
but two of the students were ranked as low skilled in both 
of the observed units. 
Participation Patterns 
The low-skilled students engaged in a variety of 
participation patterns during skill practice and games. 
These patterns ranged from avoidance, as in pretending to do 
the requested drills, trying the drill only once and then 
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withdrawing, and standing perfectly still in the game as if 
invisible to all, to continued effort and practice even in 
the face of very little success. 
The fiction of invisibility noted above often was given 
a degree of reality by both the teacher and by classmates. 
With the exception of Martin, all other low-skilled students 
received little or no skill-related feedback from the 
teacher. The low-skilled students received little skill- 
related feedback from their peers. They were largely 
ignored and left alone to practice isolated skills as in 
basketball lay-ups or setting the volleyball to themselves. 
As the performance of skills became more public, (moving 
from individual small group practices to large games), 
however, feedback increased -- largely in the form of 
criticism from their classmates. With the exception of 
Phoebe and Yasmine, each of whom received some help from 
students in their respective classes, skill-related 
assistance from peers was minimal. 
Instead of providing help, other students in the class 
devised several strategies to allow their team to win, 
despite the presence of the low-skilled students. These 
strategies included attempts to cover the space of the low- 
skilled students by repositioning higher-skilled players on 
the court, or by assigning the low-skilled student to a 
"harmless" position, as in playing right field in softball. 
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Attributions for Success 
All students, save one girl, were able to remember at 
least one instance when they experienced success in physical 
education during the school year. The twelve associated 
their success with feelings of pride, feeling good, or being 
happy. Although the low-skilled could agree on the 
experience of success and positive feelings associated with 
the event, their responses varied greatly when asked to tell 
why they were successful. Seven attributed success to 
previous success with the activity, "I can because I could”. 
Four attributed their success to practice. Five, however, 
suggested that luck was the reason for their success. 
It is interesting to note that while seven students 
thought practicing a skill might make them better, four of 
those were convinced that simply practicing was not a 
guarantee that they would be more successful. The two other 
low-skilled students felt that trying, even in the face of 
persistent failure, was better than giving up. 
Attributions for Failure 
Again, all but one student (a different one this time) 
easily named several failure situations which had occurred 
in physical education class during the present school year. 
In fact, the low-skilled students could describe many more 
situations of failure than situations in which they had been 
successful. Although all associated their experiences of 
failure with feelings of inadequacy, frustration, and 
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embarrassment, attributions for failure varied tremendously. 
Attributions for their nonsuccess included lack of ability, 
lack of interest (and therefore effort) and the 
insensitivity of the teacher. To cope with constant failure 
in the classes, the low-skilled students devised several 
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different preservation patterns -- some got angry at the 
teacher, some chose to remain silent, while still others 
used practice time to socialize with other students. 
Changes in the Physical Education Program 
Eleven of the thirteen low-skilled students offered 
suggestions for changing the current physical education 
program such that they would be more successful. The 
majority of these suggestions centered on altering the 
activities offered, making the activities easier, offering 
something they could already do or could learn quickly, or 
providing an elective program where students could choose 
among several programmatic options. 
A second set of suggestions focused on improving how 
activities are taught. Three suggested spending more time 
on fewer activities, concentrating more on skill acquisition 
in small groups and less on playing the full game, and 
working more in groups with their friends. 
Finally, a few suggested changing the teacher’s 
attitude about physical education. These students felt the 
teachers’ provided inequitable feedback to low-skilled 
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students, treated boys and girls differently in the class, 
and displayed different expectations for student behavior 
and student performance between genders and across skill 
levels. 
Although these low-skilled students were able to 
articualte desired changes within the physical education 
class and attribute reasons for success and non-success, 
they sometimes contradicted themselves when expressing 
themselves. Marsha, for example, expressed a love for 
playing baseball and an utter dislike for playing softball, 
while Heather talked of liking gym in one instance and 
hating it in another, These feelings of ambiguity are, most 
probably, an indication of how students talk at this age and 
do not serve to discredit their experiences. 
Themes 
Themes serve to articulate the consistent threads which 
appear across the experiences described by the thirteen low- 
skilled students in this study. These themes are not simply 
compilations of answers to direct questions asked during the 
interviews, nor are they comprised exclusively of 
information found in the field notes of the researcher. 
Rather, the themes presented here are composite stories 
about the experience of being low-skilled in public school 
physical education classes. Although most, if not all, of 
the students would have agreed on the titles of the themes, 
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not all of the thirteen described their experiences in 
exactly the same manner. Those differences, if any, will be 
noted within each theme. 
Being low skilled was an unhappy experience for the 
thirteen students interviewed in this study. Low-skilled 
students are rarely successful in any of the units contained 
in the school physical education program, receive little 
assistance in developing skills from the physical education 
teacher or other students in the class, are left alone 
during skill practice and yet receive the brunt of critical 
comments in all competitive situations, develop various 
coping patterns for seeking minimal forms of success and, 
more notably, for avoiding public failure, and who, 
recognizing a 'skills pecking order’ in the class, prefer 
often not to be identified as low skilled. The themes 
emerging from their experiences are: 1) "I like PE when I 
am successful”, 2) "Mostly, nobody helps", 3) "Mostly 
everybody yells at me", 4) "I can do it because I have done 
it before", 5) "I can’t do it because I can’t", 
6) "I can’t, so mostly I don’t try", 7) "I may not be the 
worst in the class", and 8) "The teacher likes boys more". 
"I like PE when I am successful" 
All thirteen low-skilled students agreed they like 
physical education classes better when they are successful 
(or think they would like it if they ever were successful). 
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They associated success with having fun and enjoyment. How 
success was defined, however, varied widely among students. 
For example, for some of the students, success meant doing 
activities or performing specific skills that they already 
knew how to do. This simple connection, for example, 
accounts for why Patricia would like longer units in Double 
Dutch, why Paul would have more gymnastics and basketball, 
and why Marsha would add baseball. Melanie’s remark summed 
up this definition of success: 
I like it when we have fun, when we play sports like 
track. I run well and pretty fast. I like track 
maybe because I do well. 
It is vital to understand, however, that these 
activities are not seen as desirable because of their 
intrinsic qualities, because they can be mastered with 
practice, or even because they offer particular satisfaction 
from participation. Having fun, in this context, meant the 
activity was easy to perform in class because the low- 
skilled students already could do it. As Gretchen 
expressed: 
I like it when I can do a lot of the stuff and I 
[already] know how to do, like in gymnastics. 
Or as Marsha states: 
I like it when we do fun things like volleyball 
and things that I already know how to do. I 
already know how to do baseball. 
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The opposite of having fun was to be "bored”. Boring 
activities were those units within which little success was 
achieved, even when the definition of success is expanded 
beyond personal accomplishment to team competition. Paul 
expressed his definition of boring in this manner: 
I like when we do gymnastics or basketball. I don’t 
like PE when we do volleyball. It’s boring cause 
you just sit there. Nobody hits it over the net. 
Another operating definition of success emphasized the 
immediacy of positive results. Whenever the structure of a 
motor task allowed most students to experience some tangible 
progress when attempting a new skill, it was called "easy". 
In those instances, easy meant the students recognized early 
on in the practice that they were going to be able to 
perform at least one component skill at a minimum level -- 
irrespective of an overall failure to master the activity. 
Failing in their immediate attempts, on the other hand, 
either to learn a skill or to change a previously-thought 
successful pattern (e.g., serving a volleyball), often 
caused the low-skilled student to stop practicing, or revert 
to the previous pattern when the teacher wasn’t looking. 
Phoebe, for example, mentioned that she liked swimming 
"when I first knew I could do it" and she liked soccer 
"because I really got into it". Patricia talked about 
experiencing some immediate success in learning the overhead 
set in volleyball: 
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"I don’t know why I got better on the set. I 
tried it once and I always thought before that it 
was going to hurt me or something. I tried it and 
it didn’t hurt.” 
Patricia, on the other hand, was frustrated when the 
teacher tried to change her two-handed shot in basketball to 
a set shot pattern: 
I don’t like it when the teacher tries to show me 
something that I already know how to do, like how 
to shoot a basketball. 
Finally, being successful was defined in the students’ 
minds as learning variations of something you already could 
do and you like to do because you already are successful. 
Heather talked about liking swimming because "we learned all 
these different strokes like backstroke and side stroke". 
She enjoyed swimming precisely because she was already 
comfortable in the water and could execute elementary 
survival skills and two basic swimming strokes. 
Norma expressed her joy at learning new stunts in 
gymnastics because: 
"I like to do something and feel proud of myself, 
like in gymnastics. I had taken it for a long time 
then I couldn’t do it for three or four years because 
of my asthma. Then we started it in gym and I did 
really well." 
In summary, the low-skilled students did not perceive 
physical education as a time for learning new activities or 
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skills, but rather hoped it to be a place where they would 
stop failing, where they could succeed everyday. Immediate 
success was more important to them than striving to achieve 
some deferred learning goal. Consequently, their ideal 
physical education class would simply repeat activities in 
which they had already experienced some success. 
"Mostly. Nobody Helps" 
While most of the low skilled felt their skills either 
stayed the same or deteriorated, a few students expressed 
the opinion that they had experienced some skill gains 
within the units observed in this study. For example, Paul 
said, "I couldn’t do a lay-up shot before and [now] I can 
do it". Observation confirmed that Phoebe learned the 
mechanics of a basic dribble, Melanie improved in batting, 
Mary learned to serve, Yasmine learned how to hold her hands 
in a forearm pass position, Martin improved in swimming, and 
Fiona learned how to execute the forearm pass. Help in 
learning the skills, however, often was thought to have come 
from simply "trying it". 
The role of the teacher in helping the low-skilled 
improve was ambiguous. Only Martin and Phoebe, both of whom 
received special swimming classes, felt that the teacher had 
definitely helped them improve. Mary, Heather, and Janice 
indicated rather tentatively that perhaps the teacher had 
helped them, at least a little bit. Others, like Norma and 
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Patricia, stated that the teacher could not help them to 
learn particular skills and Patricia, in fact, felt the 
teacher’s suggestions had actually made her meager skills 
worse. 
Help, in the form of skill-feedback, certainly did not 
come from the teacher. With the exception of Martin, all 
other low-skilled students received an average of one skill 
feedback per day, or less. Martin received the most skill- 
related feedback from the teacher (9 instances across the 4 
coding days). Yasmine, Melanie, and Heather received 4 
feedback statements while Patricia, Fiona, and Mary each 
received 2. Norma received 1 skill-related statement from 
the teacher during the 2 days of single unit coding. Those 
receiving no skill-related feedback from the teacher were 
Phoebe, Paul, Marsha, Janice, Gretchen. In the face of 
little or no feedback on skills, both Marsha and Melanie 
felt they were among those who had improved by themselves, 
just by trying. As Marsha explains: 
"I got better on the serve in volleyball. I 
just did it myself. It wasn’t because of the 
teacher.” 
If the teacher wasn’t credited for improvements in 
skill performance, how else did the students account for 
their progress? Two of the students cited direct help 
gained from other students in the class and a third student 
(Martin) said he felt he had been helped by some of the 
higher-skilled boys, but couldn’t think of any examples. 
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Two higher-skilled girls helped Phoebe and Yasmine in 
the acquisition of some volleyball skills. In Phoebe’s 
case, the two were forced to work with her because she kept 
appearing (unsolicited) in their practice group. In 
Yasmine’s case, the two girls volunteered to help Yasmine 
during the lunch and recess times with the skills. Whether 
they volunteered to help because they felt sorry for 
Yasmine, or whether it was because Yasmine played on their 
team, is uncertain. Nevertheless both Phoebe and Yasmine 
spoke favorably of the peer assistance and credited their 
classmates for help in improving their skills (even though 
the transition of the improvements into the later volleyball 
games did not happen). 
Yasmine talked about her success in the practices: 
"When I was practicing in the gym one day, I was 
hitting with my thumbs crossed and the ball was 
going all over the place. And Lauren told me to hit 
with my thumbs flat and I said okay. And I hit it 
over the net three times and I got really excited." 
Yet in the games, Yasmine recounted: 
"I let the ball go past me and it hit me in the 
face. I’m afraid of balls. I just want to sit 
out" . 
It appeared likely that were it not for the peer help and 
support, skill improvement would have been impossible for 
Phoebe and Yasmine. 
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Would the low-skilled students have desired more help 
from the teacher? Some said they would like more help in 
learning the skill, whereas others preferred the anonymity 
afforded them by the teacher not calling attention to their 
poor skill performance through attempts to assist. These 
latter students said they didn’t mind if the teacher helped 
others instead of them, that it just didn’t matter to them. 
In summary, low-skilled students received very little 
skill-related feedback from the teacher, and virtually none 
(save Phoebe and Yasmine) from other students. Yet, some 
still felt their skill performance had improved. For a few 
low-skilled students such modest gains were remembered and 
savored. For the fortunate minority, the mere demonstration 
of a new skill, with some time in class to practice, had 
been enough to promote detectable changes in performance. 
’’Mostly, Everybody Yells At Me” 
Several of the low-skilled students felt they would be 
more successful in class if they were not publicly 
criticized by their peers, especially during competitive 
situations. Although most of the time the harassment was 
verbal, sometimes it became more physical. Reactions to 
the incidents ranged from trying to pretend nothing 
happened, to striking back at the perpetrators, or to 
physically removing themselves from the situation by sitting 
out. In all cases in which harassment was mentioned, 
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medium- and lower-skilled boys were considered to be the 
instigators. Melanie thought it was the nature of boys to 
be critical. Janice suggested: 
"Sometimes other low-skilled students will pick on 
other low-skilled students. They have done that 
before, when they think they are the best." 
Referring to one boy in her class who often criticized her 
playing prowess, Yasmine rationalizes that he makes fun of 
her because: 
"He thinks he is better than everybody and so he 
makes fun of anyone he thinks is not as good as he 
is. He doesn’t make fun of other boys, just the 
girls." 
Although most of the harassment was verbal, Heather 
talked about being physically harassed by another student 
(low skilled boy) during basketball. 
"When I’ve been playing basketball, he’s tried 
stealing the ball and pushed me a couple of times, 
I guess because he hates me and I sort of hate him." 
In summary, the low-skilled students felt the critical 
environment in the class lessened their ability to be 
successful in physical education. The public nature of 
competitive performance caused almost all to reluctantly try 
when the opportunity to play the ball occurred. The 
students reported that the anxiety produced by the 
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possibility of failure in a public setting took the form of 
extreme nervousness, and that such nervousness was 
associated with continued failure. As Fiona remarks: 
"Sometimes when you are playing you get nervous 
and you are afraid that you are going to goof up 
and that everybody is going to think you are a 
jerk or something.” 
Sometimes even seemingly supportive comments increased 
the pressure for the low-skilled student to successfully 
execute the skill. Norma experienced playing basketball in 
this way: 
"It’s kind of nerve racking when people are kind-of 
screaming at you, 'go, Norma’. Stuff like that makes 
me nervous.” 
The same pressure to perform was described by Janice when 
the teacher tossed the ball to her in a volleyball set 
drill. 
"She always picks on the lower ones to bug. 'Cause 
whenever the teacher is around, I screw up and do 
really bad. And she thinks I am really not trying. 
But I just get nervous.” 
"I Can Do It Because I Have Done It Before" 
All of the low-skilled students offered explanations for 
their success in physical education, and with the exception 
of Melanie and Heather, they consistently attributed success 
to a single factor. Melanie gave different reasons for each 
140 
success she experienced (alternatively previous success, 
practice, and luck). Heather, on the other hand, gave some 
credit to practice for skill improvement, while attributing 
most of her success to luck and ability (see Table 2). 
Reasons given for instances in which the low-skilled 
students experienced success were largely located 
internally. Previous success or practice were the terms 
most commonly used to explain any positive result. The use 
of the word 'achievement’ was consistent with Webster’s 
(1984) definition of "to accomplish or attain by work or 
effort" (p. 7). That is, achievement referred to the level 
of performance a person can demonstrate on a given occasion 
(as on a skills test). 
In general, the low-skilled students in this study used 
the previous success instead of innate ability to explain 
success. With the exception of Heather, who considered 
herself hopeless at games and sports, and Melanie who 
attributed her running and jumping prowess to "I’ve always 
been able to do it", all said, at one time or another, that 
when they were successful, it was because they had been 
successful before in that activity -- "I can because I 
could" -- and not because of some innate capacity to learn 
and perform. 
How they understood previous success did vary somewhat 
among the thirteen students. Seven of the low-skilled 
students attributed their success to previous experience in 
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an activity. That is, the activity was one in which they 
previously had been successful. This was the case, for 
example, with Janice during the swimming unit, or Patricia 
in jump rope. 
Three low-skilled students indicated that practice was 
the reason they had improved. It often was difficult, 
however, to differentiate completely between reports of 
instances when the students had concluded that their effort 
had produced the improvement in performance, and when they 
attributed present success mainly to ability (previous 
success), or to the instruction. As Phoebe described her 
experience in jumping off the diving board without the 
teacher in the water, she attributes her success to 
increased familiarity with the task: 
"Because I had a lot of experience jumping off the 
diving board. I actually got used to the water, 
and the teacher taught me a little bit more 
about swimming". 
The remaining three students attributed their success 
on some occasions exclusively to luck. For example, when 
Paul described making a three pointer in basketball, he 
said: 
"I was really surprised. I don’t know why I was 
able to make the shot. Luck." 
Two of the other students also found chance to be the best 
explanation for some of their successful attempts. 
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In summary, the students usually attributed their 
success to internal characteristics (achievement) based on 
previous experience with the task. Three connected practice 
to improvements in a truly functional way. Five, however, 
suggested their performance was based on factors external to 
them and over which they have no control, luck. 
"I Can’t Do It Because I Can’t" 
The attributions for failure were as numerous as those 
for success. Five students gave multiple reasons for 
failure. There was, however, a common thread: the majority 
of students attributed failure to reasons over which they 
had little control. 
Ten of the low-skilled students attributed their 
failure in physical education to a lack of ability. 
Identifying themselves as "no good at games", "stink at 
game", and being extremely "afraid of the activity", they 
saw their failures not only as internally caused, but beyond 
their control. As Heather put it, "I try my best but I am 
just terrible at games". 
Four of the low-skilled students explained failure in 
physical education as due to their own lack of effort or 
interest. Students citing this attribution sometimes 
suggested they could have done the skill but chose not to. 
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As Melanie states: 
"I don’t do well in square dancing. I could, 
but no one likes it. No one learns it and 
no one tries. Nobody cares”. 
Or as Marsha described football: 
”1 know how to throw it, but I don’t like it 
(football). I just don’t want to learn it”. 
Five students attributed their failure to causes 
resident in the class. These reasons included: harassment 
in the class, differential treatment by the teacher of boys 
and girls, and the inadequacy of the teacher in helping 
students with low skill. As with attributions related to 
ability, students who attributed their failure to such 
external causes saw little hope that anything could or would 
be changed in class to improve their lot. 
”1 Can’t, So Mostly I Don’t Try” 
All thirteen low-skilled students reported responses 
which could be called "survival skills”. These behaviors 
were employed in the face of continual non-success in their 
physical education classes, and represented forms of 
adjustment which allowed them to return day after day. Four 
different responses to failure were employed most frequently 
by the students. These were: announcing failure in 
advance, avoiding learning tasks, acting out frustration in 
the form of anger and aggression, and accepting failure 
while continuing to practice the skill. 
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Announcing failure in advance 
The pain of persistent failure in performing learning 
tasks may have been eased when the low-skilled students 
announced in advance the likelihood of failing. Heather, 
for example, just before serving the volleyball said aloud, 
"I can’t serve. I’ll never make it over. It’s hopeless”. 
After the serve failed to clear the net, Heather quipped to 
her team, "See I told you I can’t serve”. 
Yasmine discounted her ability to bat even before the 
softball unit started, ”1 really like softball because I am 
a good runner and I can catch good, but I can’t hit”. 
Getting up to bat after a hit her first time at bat, Yasmine 
announced to her team, ”1 never hit it on my second turn”. 
And she didn’t. 
Informing others of impending failure appeared to have 
two distinct functions. First, it served notice to peers 
and (particularly) to teammates that their expectations for 
successful performance should be low. Second, by lowering 
such expectations, it indirectly asks classmates to be less 
critical of the failure. 
Avoiding learning tasks 
By far the most frequently cited pattern for coping 
with failure situations was to stop engaging in the 
instructional task. By avoiding the task, low-skilled 
students avoided repeated failure. At some point during 
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the interviews, all thirteen low-skilled students talked 
about one, or several, ways they avoided skill learning 
practice tasks over the year. In two of the tactics 
employed, the low-skilled students used deception behaviors 
intended to make it appear that they were actively engaged 
in class activities, at least if their behavior was subject 
to more than casual observation. In the other three 
tactics, avoiding performance was not cleverly disguised and 
it would be clear to even a casual observer that the student 
was not actively attempting the learning task set by the 
teacher. 
Two apparently successful tactics described by the 
students allowed them to appear busy on the teacher directed 
activity. These utilized "competent bystander" behaviors 
and various "action avoidance" maneuvers. A competent 
bystander strategy was employed by students who were not 
immediately successful and who then went through the motions 
of practicing a task without actually performing it. The 
best at this deception, in that she remained undetected by 
the teacher throughout the two units observed, was Patricia. 
After attempting the set shot in a line drill formation, 
Patricia remarked, "We were just shooting baskets and I 
tried like ten times and I couldn’t get any". Instead of 
shooting again when her turn came, Patricia simply walked 
back to the end of the line. She explained: 
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"So whenever it was my turn, I just went to the 
end of the line and didn’t shoot anymore. No one 
said anything to me.” 
Action avoidance maneuvers used by low-skilled students 
also involved placing themselves in inconsequential 
positions (locations with low frequencies of interaction) 
during game situations. Yasmine, for example, always picked 
right field to play during softball games. Her reason for 
selecting that position was that few students would hit 
balls to that position. Marsha avoided jumping into the 
moving Tinikling poles simply by always being one of the 
people to beat the rhythm with the sticks. She explains: 
"I never could jump in, so I kind of gave up. And 
I didn’t like it either. I could beat the sticks 
and keep the time, but I couldn’t jump in. My group 
didn’t care so they didn’t say anything to me". 
Both tactics allow the student to appear compliant with the 
teacher’s expectations that all students will attempt 
learning tasks -- while also allowing the student to avoid 
repeated failure. 
Three behaviors employed by low-skilled students to 
avoid learning tasks were more visible and often meant their 
responses were noticed and reprimanded by the teacher (and 
sometimes criticized by other students). These strategies 
were "making no attempt to try", "removing oneself 
physically from the class", and "socializing with other 
students". 
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Several of the low-skilled students simply stopped 
trying to contact the ball in game situations. This 
response was most noticeable in volleyball, a game observed 
in all four sixth grade classes. It was as if the low- 
skilled students were inviting others on the team to 
encroach into their space. Thus, everyone wins, the hit 
might be executed successfully and the low-skilled student 
is saved from the embarrassment of failing in front of 
peers. The students often volunteered during the interviews 
that they "didn’t mind it" when someone hit 'their ball’. 
In fact there seemed almost a tacit agreement among the 
students on the team that the low-skilled student should 
only contact those balls no one else on the team could get. 
Yasmine’s self described "statue" response to volleyball was 
the most extreme example of someone employing this strategy. 
The social peace produced by this tacit agreement was 
sometimes broken by low-skilled students who kept trying 
even in the midst of peer pressure to not try at all. 
Violations of that kind often produced negative 
consequences. Such "keep trying" behaviors will be 
discussed later in this section. 
Another strategy used to avoid failing was to withdraw 
physically from the activity. Students attempted to remove 
themselves in several ways. Several asked the teacher if 
they could sit out instead of participating (Yasmine, 
Martin, Phoebe, Fiona). Some were successful in such 
attempts to avoid participation. Martin sat himself out 
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during passing drills and whether by oversight or by tacit 
approval, the teacher did not intervene. Yasmine succeeded 
in sitting down for half the period in volleyball with the 
teacher’s permission. She and others expressed a fear of 
the ball and clearly preferred not to keep trying and 
f&ilinS• Fiona expressed fear about swimming and chose to 
have her parents write a note to excuse her from the 
remainder of the unit. She explains: 
"I have asthma and when I go under the water or when I 
go on my back, I just can’t breathe. I get clogged 
up or something. And we were learning the back stroke 
and I couldn’t breathe. I tried to tell the teacher, 
but she really didn’t listen to me. So I kind of gave 
up and told my parents that I didn’t want to be 
there any more. So they took me out of swimming. They 
know I am kind of useless because I panic when I get 
in the water”. 
The least visible of this group of avoidance behaviors 
was the strategy of socializing. Whether students 
socialized because they wished to avoid failure or because 
they simply preferred to talk with friends (or both) is 
unknown. Whatever the motive, the end result was fewer 
practice trials and thus fewer opportunities to be 
unsuccessful. Although many students would profess a desire 
to be with their friends, Patricia, Janice, and Fiona spent 
much more time talking with others than in practicing -- a 
pattern not observed among students with higher levels of 
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skill and success. Patricia talked about her socializing in 
this way: "I like being in groups because I can talk to 
people and I especially like being with Dierdre". Even 
Norma who was usually quiet in class confessed, 
"I’ve gotten caught a few times myself for talking 
wi-i-h my friends and not listening to the teacher 
to what the teacher was saying". 
What these five patterns of student behavior have in 
common in that practice time is reduced and situations of 
failure are avoided. At the same time, deception strategies 
often can be employed in such a way as to appear engaged. 
Thus, the low-skilled students act in ways that do not call 
attention to themselves by violating class norms. By the 
same token, they avoid drawing attention to their failures 
and learning problems. 
One might hypothesize that there exist tacit agreements 
between students and the teacher which allow the low skilled 
to trade the appearance of being busy and good for the 
anonymity of not being singled out for skill feedback and 
remedial instruction from the teacher. A parallel set of 
agreements between classmates and the low skilled may serve 
to preclude active involvement by the low-skilled student in 
practice and game activities unless participation is forced 
(e.g., taking a turn to serve or bat). 
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Acting out frustration 
Rather than remain silent in the face of the often 
constant barrage of critical comments from peers, some of 
the low skilled responded with aggressive behavior. 
Stomping feet, sticking out tongues, shouting insults, or 
deliberately spoiling the game situation were some of the 
ways these students vented their anger. From interview 
responses and observation it was clear that teachers often 
did not interpret these outbursts as the consequence of 
frustration and continuing harassment by peers. More often, 
the low-skilled student was reprimanded for an outburst, as 
though it had been a simple (and deliberate) transgression 
of class rules. 
Sometimes, a low-skilled student would contest 
vigorously for the opportunity to try. For example, Fiona 
described an exchange which had drawn a teacher reprimand. 
’’Today in the game, Burt got in front of me and I 
had my hands up like this cause I saw the ball coming. 
And then he jumped in front of me and went boom like 
that. And then he yelled at me for not hitting it and 
I said well how can I hit it when you’re in front of 
me? That’s when he said, you go back there, you are 
supposed to be the middle player anyway. I mean, he 
was supposed to be back in the corner. I’m right in 
the middle so I’m supposed to hit the ball when it 
comes to the middle”. 
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Open conflicts did occur when the tacit expectation for 
low-skilled students to remain silent and not retaliate was 
violated. Most often, however, when they acted out their 
anger, other students merely shrugged their shoulders with a 
"they’re crazy anyhow" gesture and went on with the game. 
Occasionally low-skilled students would strike back by 
attempting to badger their tormentor with a stream of 
returned criticism. Heather talked about her tactic of 
taunting those who criticize her. "You have to do 
something. They are not that much better than me. 
Sometimes they are even worse". 
Explosions of anger may have provided a temporary 
outlet for the frustrations of low-skilled students. Over 
the longer term, however, little changed in the class as a 
result of such outbursts. Classmates and the teacher 
appeared to accept the behavior as normal, apply minimal 
sanctions, and expect the low skilled to continue with the 
task of trying and failing. 
Continuing to practice 
A final strategy employed by the low-skilled students 
was to continue attempting the skill, even in the midst of 
considerable unsuccess. Some reported that they tried 
because they genuinely believed practice eventually would 
produce better performance. Others, however, felt that 
effort, even without success, was better than giving up 
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entirely. Effort itself was valued, and for some students 
failure to try (quitting) was regarded with clear distaste. 
Norma expresses her philosophy towards effort: 
"You should never give up. You should always try. 
Sometimes you might not have a lot of confidence 
in yourself that you are really good". 
Phoebe attributed her success to not giving up when 
learning the skill seemed impossible. She talked about 
continual effort in this manner: 
"I felt like giving up but I didn’t. I felt like 
trying because I knew I could do it.... Because I 
know practice, if you keep on practicing, then 
you get a lot better at it and if you don’t keep 
on practicing, then you don’t". 
Paradoxically, the students who employed this strategy 
often faced the wrath of their teammates during games. The 
low-skilled students usually failed in attempts to perform 
skills in game situations; the ball would drop to the 
ground, the pass would be intercepted, the catch would be 
missed, or the throw would go astray. The invariable 
consequence was criticism from incensed peers. To protect 
themselves from hostile remarks, low-skilled students often 
tried not to listen. As Heather said, "I don’t really care 
what they say" or Norma, "I try not to listen to them". And 
yet, despite such attempts, Norma, Heather and others 
attributed their inability to successfully learn the skills 
to criticism received from their classmates. 
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Summary 
A variety of strategies were identified by the low- 
skilled students as means of coping with repeated failure in 
their physical education class. Some had given up and 
withdrawn, others kept trying and bore the hard 
consequences, while some appeared to be vacillating between 
the two responses. Some allowed their dilemma to become 
visible through angry outbursts and complaining to the 
teacher. Others chose to remain silent, avoiding learning 
tasks whenever possible. The mean effect of all but the 
"keep trying" strategies was to sharply reduce opportunities 
to learn. By avoiding situations in which their inability 
to perform could be criticized by peers, or be publicly 
recognized by the teacher, they traded the possibility of 
learning for a reduction in psychological pain. As few of 
them appeared to have retained much genuine faith in the 
likelihood that practice would eventually yield something in 
the way of skill gains, the trade may have seemed 
reasonable. 
"I May Not Be The Worst 
In a variety of ways the low-skilled students 
recognized that students were sometimes grouped by skill and 
that there were visible characteristics which made it 
possible to identify levels of skill performance. 
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Throughout conversations with teachers and students, 
varying degrees of ability to learn and perform motor tasks 
were associated with the general categories of high-, 
medium- and low-skill. 
Clearly aware of the negative social implications in 
being perceived as low-skilled, nearly half of the thirteen 
low-skilled students described their own skill level as 
medium. The unwillingness to describe their skill level as 
low could be the result of several factors: a) the belief 
that harassment interfered with their efforts to learn, b) a 
desire to mask their actual skill level (i.e., they honestly 
thought themselves to be better than they appeared), or c) a 
strong and persisting sense of self-efficacy (i.e., they 
honestly thought they were performing at a higher level). 
High-skilled students were characterized by the low- 
skilled as having great ability and a willingness to try 
hard. Rarely were they perceived as the instigators of 
negative comments and other forms of harassment. In most 
cases, it was boys who were identified as higher-skilled 
peers. 
Medium-skilled players were described as exactly that. 
As Fiona remarked: 
"Sometimes they make mistakes. They don’t always make 
baskets and they do good passes one time and not the 
next. Sometimes they can trick people and they 
keep dribbling up and make a basket" 
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In the minds of the low-skilled students, medium skill 
players are inconsistent: one time they can do it and 
another time they can’t. Although the level of performance 
might vary, medium skilled players were generally thought to 
exert high effort. 
Being low skilled was perceived to mean that one had 
little or no ability and, at least sometimes, an 
unwillingness to try. Janice said, 
"they can dribble kind of but when they pass the ball, 
they pass it too hard or they don’t pass it too well. 
And they can’t catch it". 
Several students related effort to the status of being 
low-skilled, though in completely opposite ways. Some said 
the low skilled do try -- Mary, for example, suggested a 
low-skilled student is "someone that tries but can’t really 
get in the right spot, but they try". Still others 
suggested low-skilled students don’t try -- Yasmine 
described herself as a "statue". Fiona suggested "they just 
stand there and go duhhhhh". Or as Phoebe suggested, 
"I am thinking of a person who doesn’t try. She thinks 
she is not very good so she doesn’t have to try or 
anything. And sometimes when she does try, she 
majorly screws up. She expects to get it the first 
time and when she screws up, she quits trying". 
When asked to describe their own skill level in the units 
observed for this study, seven of the low-skilled students 
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(Paul, Patricia, Yasmine, Heather, Martin [basketball only], 
Mary, and Phoebe) elected to describe their level of 
performance as low. 
The willingness to describe their own ability as low 
might simply be considered a realistic evaluation of their 
skill achievement in the units observed, even given the 
possible suppression of performance by peer harassment. 
Perhaps, because considerable variation in effort and 
ability among the low-skilled students did exist in each 
unit, some students in the class could be perceived (by the 
low-skilled) as even less skilled than themselves. There 
certainly was an awareness of low skill ranking in the 
class. In this quote, for example, Janice suggests that she 
is not the lowest skilled in her volleyball class and that 
the penalty for not attempting to hit the ball is harassment 
(which she participated in as the harasser). 
"Well no I didn’t mean to do this but I kind of 
yelled at her cause she was sitting there going 
ding, dong, ding like this. I was standing there 
looking at the ball go over my head and she was 
just standing there. And the ball bounced off her 
toe and she went 'ooohh, it bounced off my toe’. 
And then Burt said something to her and so did I". 
Such behavior may, in fact, represent a coping 
mechanism for some low-skilled students. By picking on 
someone else, one’s own failures may be exonerated, a 
personal sense of worth may be maintained and a degree of 
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frustration may be expressed in hostility. Several students 
indicated in a variety of ways that they were not the most 
low skilled or one of those who required the most help 
during the units. ”1 would rather she work with those who 
really need it" or "There are others in the class who need 
help more than I do" were typical responses. As Mary 
succinctly said: 
"I think I have gotten some attention in volleyball but 
not as much as some others in the class who are more 
unskilled." 
Perhaps students reason that if someone else is visibly more 
inadequate than you are (even if it is because the other 
person isn’t as clever at hiding their actual skill level), 
then they, rather than you, may receive the brunt of 
harassment from the other students. Or, finally, perhaps 
knowing what it means to be low-skilled, these students 
simply keep hoping that they really are not members of the 
low skilled group. 
Although unsuccessful most of the time, many 
associated themselves with those who had moderate success in 
the skills or in playing the game and who made some effort 
to improve. This was possible even though all of them 
admitted to me that there were instances when they had 
stopped trying, that they could remember only rare instances 
of being successful, and that they often were the brunt of 
student criticism. Even though their classmates and the 
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teacher had decided that they were low skilled, some low- 
skilled students apparently found some solace in ranking 
themselves among those who were not. 
"The Teacher Likes Boys More11 
Although many articulated hope that the teacher indeed 
sought to improve the skill performance of the lower-skilled 
students in the class, others directly accused the teacher 
of giving preferential treatment to boys in general and 
higher skilled players in particular. As Janice stated: 
"So I think she’s not fair, like she likes boys 
more and wants to put them like 'in’ [desirable 
tasks] and she wants them to feel good about 
themselves and stuff and have us [the girls] like 
little slaves running around the place". 
According to the low-skilled students, the teacher 
showed her inclination towards differential treatment in 
several ways. Boys played games while others did drills, 
boys were chosen to demonstrate the skills before the class 
or to be captains who chose the teams, boys were less 
criticised for misbehavior, and boys had other boys within 
their practice groups while girls were spread out among 
groups with not more than one, rarely two, girls practicing 
with the groups of boys. 
Gretchen complained to the teacher that higher-skilled 
boys were allowed to play a full court game, while the girls 
159 
and lesser-skilled boys did 5 on 3 drills. ’’After all, some 
of the girls are good too.” She described the teacher’s 
response as: 
’’She said she wouldn’t let the girls play games and 
stuff because we couldn’t catch the ball when it was 
thrown to us and when we dribble we couldn’t get 
control of the ball”. 
Fiona commented on the fact that higher-skilled boys 
were always being chosen for class demonstrations. 
"When she asks someone to like show the class what a 
lay-up is, she will pick the highest people-the boys- 
cause they know how to do it and also they are really 
good and she might rely on you more. It seems she 
likes someone if they can do it better and the lower 
people she doesn’t really pay any attention to.” 
Finally, Janice spoke of the pain of being the only 
girl in her practice group. 
”1 don’t think it is fair because she lets the boys 
work together and she wouldn’t let the girls work 
together. And I told her that and she yelled at me 
and said my grade might go down if I speak back to 
her again. I didn’t think it was fair." 
In all instances, the students articulated concerns for 
fairness by the teacher. In their minds, all students 
should play the same activities at the same time, should be 
allowed to form practice groups with their friends (and 
160 
especially with other girls), and to distribute the 
opportunity to demonstrate in front of the class to "anyone 
who is good". 
Themes Summary 
Eight themes were identified to describe the 
experiences of the thirteen low-skilled students in physical 
education classes. These were: 1) "I like PE when I am 
successful", 2) "Mostly, nobody helps", 3) "Mostly everybody 
yells at me", 4) "I can do it because I have done it 
before", 5) I can’t do it because I can’t", 6) "I can’t, so 
mostly I don’t try", 7) "I may not be the worst in the 
class", and 8) "The teacher likes boys more". Although 
aspects of a theme may not appear in some individual student 
profiles, for example critical comments rendered by 
classmates and the teacher, the information found in the 
themes is not inconsistent with the interview data. 
Without question physical education for these thirteen 
low-skilled students was an unhappy experience. These 
students received the brunt of student and teacher 
criticism, received little skill-related feedback from 
anyone in the class and found it necessary to develop 
various coping patterns to avoid public failure. 
And yet, even in the midst of consistent harassment and 
persistant failure, some of the low-skilled students 
experienced small improvements in their skill performance. 
Paul cited learning to do the lay-up, Phoebe the volleyball 
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set, and Yasraine the forearm pass. In some cases, the fact 
of even a small success may have been enough to encourage 
continued practice attempts. 
Whether related directly to perceived skill gains or 
not, some students simply kept trying. Some reported that 
they genuinely believed practice would eventually produce 
better performance. Others felt that effort in itself was 
to be valued and was better than giving up entirely. This 
attitude was especially shared by Norma and Phoebe, both of 
whom emphasized a 'never give up trying’ attitude even in 
the face of constant non-success. 
CHAPTER V 
CONCLUSION 
The purpose of this study was to describe the 
experiences of low-skilled students, to interpret those 
experiences, and to suggest their educational significance. 
The experiences have been described using both individual 
profiles and themes which cut across the participants. The 
intent of this chapter is to compare and contrast those 
experiences to the literature base which served to frame 
this study. That discussion then leads to an examination o 
the educational significance of the experiences of the low- 
skilled students for both physical education teachers and 
those teacher educators who prepare them. 
Comparison to the Literature Base 
Studies of Motor Performance 
Three areas of literature served as the basis for 
framing this study. These included studies of motor 
performance in school age populations, research on 
differential student treatment by physical education 
teachers, and literature which employs the construct of 
learned helplessness. 
The first area, often a test and measurement 
literature, includes attention to the identification of low 
skilled students, as well as to the description of their 
performance on a variety of basic motor tasks. This study 
supported previous findings from research employing skill- 
specific tests (Buck & Harrison, 1990; French et al., 1991 ; 
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Rink et al., 1990). The thirteen students in this study 
were unable to produce enough force to serve the volleyball, 
were unable to execute a lay-up pattern in basketball, or 
had difficulty striking a tossed ball in softball. It was 
interesting to note that although the skill tests did reveal 
important skill differences among students within each 
class, all three teachers were reluctant to use skill tests 
in their classes. For them, skill tests represented an 
unnatural interruption of day-to-day activities and took 
"too much time" to administer and record results. 
Two different measures were used to identify the low- 
skilled students within each observed class. First, before 
the beginning of each unit, the physical education teachers 
grouped students into high-, medium-, or low-skill based on 
their expectations for student performance during the 
upcoming unit. Although individual student names sometimes 
showed up on two skill lists, in general, the physical 
education teachers placed each student into one of the three 
skill groups. 
A second measure used in identifying the low-skilled 
students was a simple, skill-specific test which took no 
more than 15 minutes and was given on the first day of the 
each unit. Those students who both appeared on the 
teacher’s listing of low skilled and also scored poorly on 
the skills test were considered low skilled in that 
particular unit. 
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Interestingly, when the two lists were compared 
(teacher’s rankings and the skill test results), the number 
identified as low-skilled varied by as many as 5 students. 
In all cases, the skill tests indicated more low skilled 
students than the teacher’s listing did for the same class. 
One possible cause of this discrepancy is that the teacher 
may pay more attention to the higher skilled, be more 
acquainted with their actual level of skill, and in fact 
measure the success of the unit through their performance. 
Less familiarity with the status of students in the lower 
half of the skill distribution may lead to unreliable 
rankings. Data from the Brophy Good observations lend some 
credibility to this hypothesis by revealing low rates of 
teacher interactions with the low-skilled students. 
The studies of Gubbay (1975), Rutter et al. (1970), 
Henderson & Hall (1982) and Keogh et al. (1979) suggested 
that between 5 and 20 percent of a population can be defined 
as low-skilled when standardized tests of fine and gross 
motor skills or teacher rankings are employed. In this 
study, 17% of the total population were identified using the 
double criteria of teacher ranking and skill test results. 
Indeed, the percent could have been even higher. Five low- 
skilled students (two girls and three boys) did not return 
their permission forms and several more scored low on the 
skill test but were ranked as medium skilled by the physical 
education teacher. The relatively high percentage of low- 
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skilled students identified in the classes used for this 
study may be a result of the skill tests used, the age level 
involved, or the particular group of students studied. 
Contrary to some of the identification literature, low- 
skilled girls in this study outnumbered the low-skilled boys 
11-2. Henderson & Hall (1982), Keogh et al., (1979), and 
Rutter et al., (1970) found that low-skilled boys 
outnumbered their girl counterparts 3 to 1. Only Gubbay 
(1975) and Haubenstricker, Brandt, & Seefeldt (1983) 
identified more girls than boys to be low-skilled. It is 
difficult to account for these differences. Almost any 
physical education teacher would suggest that more boys than 
girls at any given age exhibit mature motor patterns in 
manipulative skills (e.g., throwing and catching); whereas 
more girls than boys may demonstrate mature patterns earlier 
in balance, rope jumping, and rhythmic patterns such as 
skipping. Perhaps, then, the nature of the earlier tests 
asked students to perform skills gender biased towards girls 
(e.g., balancing, skipping, fine motor precision) rather 
than more manipulative skills (kicking, dribbling). Of 
course, it also is possible that the small group identified 
for the present study do not reflect the true population of 
low-skilled students. 
Whatever may have been unique about the students in 
this study, they were much like those observed in other 
investigations in one central way. As the literature 
suggested, and this study confirmed, the low-skilled 
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students did not get enough practice time to learn many of 
the basic skills, could not execute what they did learn in 
games, and reported that they experienced little or no 
success across different activity units. As many other 
investigators have observed, there is a circularity to this 
pattern 'failure breeds failure’. 
Studies of Differential Treatment 
There is a large body of literature that suggests 
teachers, in general, treat students who are members of 
particular groups differently -- and physical education 
teachers are no exception. This study supported prior 
findings that students do not receive equal opportunities to 
participate or receive equal amounts and kinds of attention 
in the gymnasium. 
Boys and girls, in particular, were not treated equally 
by the teacher. This was confirmed in the field notes and 
through observations by the students themselves. This 
unequal treatment by gender was further confounded by the 
factor of skill. High-skilled boys recieved playing 
privledges denied to the lesser skilled, who were often 
girls. Low-skilled boys and girls more often were 
reprimanded by the teacher for misbehavior. Martin was told 
to "stop crying and act your age" implying it was 
inappropriate for him to cry in public (an injunction never 
observed for a girl ) , while Janice was threatened with 
failing the class if she talked back to the teacher a second 
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time (an injunction never observer for a boy). Finally, 
teacher initiated social conversations were more often 
directed towards high-skilled players than the low skilled. 
With respect to the specific matter of skill-related 
feedback, the observed patterns differed from what some of 
the literature has suggested. With the exception of Martin 
and Yasmine, low skilled students received no more or less 
skill feedback than their higher-skilled counterparts in the 
class. This was because the teachers gave little skill- 
related feedback to anyone in the class. In contrast, 
however, the low-skilled students did receive more 
procedural help of a managerial kind, as well as more 
warnings from the teachers than other students. 
Little has been reported concerning student to student 
interactions in physical education classes (Griffin; 1985; 
Rolider, 1978; Solomon, 1977). This study found higher- 
skilled students tended to encourage low-skilled students 
when winning was at stake. That is, the high-skilled (and 
almost always boys) verbally supported the efforts of the 
low-skilled student, whether the low-skilled student was 
required to serve the volleyball over the net or to hit the 
ball when up to bat. Lesser-skilled students, again almost 
always boys, were likely to criticize the performance of the 
low skilled. Never during the coding days did the high- or 
medium-skilled players receive any criticism from their 
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peers, yet almost all the low-skilled students received at 
least one negative comment per day and some received as many 
as two or three per day. 
The related literature on peer interactions suggests 
that these events are complex -- and probably not yet well 
understood. As in the present study, Solomon (1977) and 
Griffin (1985) found that students most likely to be 
critical of the low-skilled student performance were not the 
highest skilled in the class, but those in the next-to- 
highest skill category. Also related is Rolider’s (1978) 
finding that boys enrolled in a college level basketball 
activity class gave little positive feedback to each other, 
irrespective of skill level during the game play (although 
the amount of positive feedback could be increased with 
teacher intervention and modeling). Finally, Solomon (1977) 
found girls more likely to pass the ball to boys than other 
girls, even if the boy was less skilled than his female 
teammate. Although this behavior was noted in several 
students in the present study, in general it was not common, 
most probably because the low skilled rarely possessed the 
ball, thus making passing or throwing the ball to someone 
else impossible. 
Asked during the interviews if people were 
differentially treated in the class, all low-skilled 
students cited examples to support their claims of 
preferential treatment by the teacher. Several used 
examples involving who was selected to demonstrate in front 
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of the class (a much prozed priviledge), while others talked 
about who received praise or punishment in the class. In 
general, the students felt boys received more positive 
recognition than girls from the teacher and that the teacher 
had definite favorite students in the class, students who 
rarely were criticized no matter what they did. 
The teachers, in their interviews, recognized they had 
different expectations for boys and girls. Boys were 
expected to be more skilled and (in contrast to the 
observation noted above) less tolerant of low-skilled 
students in the class. Girls were expected to be supportive 
of each other and not as well skilled as the boys. In fact, 
several teachers were observed transmitting stereotyped 
ideas about appropriate gender roles, such as the attitude 
that boys are more important than girls, especially high- 
skilled boys, and that boys are to be tough and "take it". 
The role of girls, on the other hand, was to be submissive 
and passive to whatever happens, and that physical 
competence in girls was not peculiarly to be nurtured. 
Learned Helplessness 
The literature on learned helplessness theory suggests 
that individuals who attribute their nonsuccess to internal 
causes (inability), which are perceived as uncontrollable 
(beyond personal influence), and remain stable (unchanging 
over time) become failure-oriented and will use a variety of 
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self-serving tactics to avoid failing. If successful, these 
same individuals will attribute their success to such 
external causes as luck or help from another person. 
All thirteen low-skilled students in this study 
exhibited symptoms of learned helplessness, already 
believing themselves fatalistically doomed to failure in 
physical education classes. Most of the thirteen bore this 
understanding quietly. Only a few blamed the nature of the 
class for their nonsuccess. 
Internal causes (inability and lack of effort) were the 
single largest attribution for failure in physical 
education. Viewed largely as uncontrollable, the students 
still held some vague hope that their physical education 
experience might change later on, especially when they moved 
from their present school to the next school level. 
Nevertheless, all thirteen had devised a number of 
strategies to cope with failure including announcing failure 
in advance, avoiding the learning task, acting out 
frustration, and accepting failure while continuing to 
practice. 
Unlike the more general picture of failure-oriented 
children who attribute success largely to luck, the low- 
skilled students in this study were more likely to attribute 
their success to previous experience -- that is, "I can 
because I could”. With the exception of Melanie and 
possibly Heather, none of the other thirteen low-skilled 
students in this study implied that learning occurred 
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because they had the innate capacity, (or ability), to learn 
and then successfully perform the skill. These students 
meant, instead, that they already knew how to perform the 
skill from prior exposure to instruction and practice. 
These internal attributions of achievement are contrary to 
the theorized external attributions for success. It is 
important to note that four of the students did attribute 
their success to luck, and one could not recall a single 
successful event for the current school year. 
There were a few glimmers of contextual understanding 
among the attributions for failure in physical education. 
Some of the students attributed their nonsuccess to the 
teacher’s insensitivity and inequity in designing tasks and 
practice groups within the class. That knowledge may keep 
them from falling entirely and irretrievably into failure- 
oriented behavior patterns in physical education class. 
Educational Significance 
There is little in this study to suggest that the 
experiences of low-skilled students are positive in physical 
education. Although some of their experiences and behaviors 
could have been predicted prior to the study, I was 
surprised at: 1) exactly how painful being in a physical 
education class appeared to be for approximately one-fifth 
of the students, 2) how articulate sixth grade low-skilled 
students were about their experiences, and 3) the number of 
different strategies students used to avoid, often 
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consciously, continued failure. Indeed, their 
recollections, descriptions, and behaviors present an 
entirely different perspective on the concept of who is 
having fun in the class. 
If the experiences reported by these thirteen low- 
skilled students are taken as credible, then nothing short 
of a totally new understanding of physical education is 
required. From this study, it appears that there are subtle 
forces in physical education which conspire to keep the low- 
skilled students low skilled. The skills are taught poorly 
and too quickly for the low-skilled to acquire, little 
skill-related help is received from the teacher, the other 
students are intolerant of mistakes made by the low skilled, 
and the curriculum is heavily weighted toward playing 
competitive team sports. All of these factors conspire to 
maintain the present skill level of those without adequate 
entry skills or without at least moderate capacity to profit 
from practice in absence of substantial teacher assistance. 
Perhaps this unhappy situation has been contributed to 
by a mind set in which the work of teaching physical 
education and coaching athletics have become confused. As a 
coach, one works with the gifted and talented athletes, 
those students who have the fundamental motor skills and for 
whom a quick review may be all this is necessary to refresh 
their motor memory. Players who do not show promise can be 
cut and removed from the team. The low skilled simply are 
not a problem in interscholastic sports. 
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It may not be necessary for a teacher to be an active 
coach to adopt some of the vantage points and values that 
are common in the setting of competitive sports. Among 
physical education teachers who simply enjoyed sports (and 
did not choose to coach), many believe that competitive 
games are the primary content area within a physical 
education curriculum. With that belief may go the 
assumption that such activities are there for those who, 
like themselves, have the skill to enjoy success in them, 
and that those who can’t can rightly be ignored. Whatever 
the case, it is those who are slowest to learn who suffer 
the brunt of a hurried drills, little feedback, few 
successful practice trials, and harassment from their peers. 
Perhaps too the physical education setting is only a 
reflection of a larger societal view of life. A view of 
life which rewards winners, successful hard work, and the 
meeting of societal expectations for achievement, and which, 
therefore, anticipates and accepts that some will be losers 
who should be unrewarded at the bottom of the social ladder. 
If so, then the precepts of society must also be challenged. 
It would seem that if the low-skilled students 
experienced some success and received support from the 
teachers and from their peers, they might experience 
physical education classes as fun, and actually look forward 
to going. Certainly, the place of fun in physical education 
classes might be considered in light of this study. For 
these thirteen students, 17% of the total population, 
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physical education was not fun. It was humiliating, 
frustrating, embarrassing, and barely tolerable. Simply 
refocusing the curriculum to an emphasis on skill 
development rather than game play will not automatically 
make physical education better for them. 
It is not my intention to suggest that the purpose of 
physical education is to make all students equally skilled 
in every activity. Neurological and physiological factors 
mitigate against this, not to mention previous experience 
and interest. Rather, it is my contention that the 
fundamental purpose of physical education must be re¬ 
examined in light of the full range of student experiences 
-- starting with learners like those in this study. The 
presuppositions behind the curriculum must be challenged, 
fun must be redefined to include everyone in the class, and 
the physical education environment must be made safe for all 
to participate at their own skill level. 
By safe I mean several things. First, the students 
must be free to attempt the skills without harassment from 
other students or the teacher. Second, all students must 
receive prompt, accurate, and informative skill-related 
feedback about their performance. Third, the sequence of 
skill progressions and opportunity to practice must be 
sufficient for the low-skilled students to truly master the 
fundamentals of the skills. And fourth, the curriculum must 
offer a variety of activities which meets the needs of all 
students. 
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There are implications from this study also for the 
teacher educators who prepare the prospective physical 
education teachers. Faculty must first recognize and 
actively confront views which continue to perpetuate the 
competitive games curriculum as it is commonly employed, 
which is tantamount to maintaining the status quo among 
skill levels in the class. They also must be willing to 
question assumptions of playing and fun which have been part 
of physical education rhetoric for many years. Finally, 
they must be willing to challenge the views of their 
undergraduate majors, to restructure the emphasis of teacher 
training and to provide opportunities to learn and practice 
a more humane and equitable kind of physical education for 
all children. 
It is true that the experiences reported here were the 
experiences of thirteen low-skilled sixth graders in three 
public schools in western Massachusetts. No claim can be 
made that other low-skilled students feel the same about 
their physical education classes. And yet, I can’t help 
wondering 1) why haven’t we previously asked low-skilled 
students about their experiences?, 2) will we, as physical 
educators, be able to think differently about a subject that 
has been part of our self-laudatory public and private 
rhetoric for many years?, and 3) what will be required if we 
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are to rethink the nature and role of public school physical 
education so that it truly provides what our claims have 
trumpeted -- a positive learning experience for all 
children? 
APPENDICES 
APPENDIX A 
CONSENT FORMS 
Teacher 
Purpose of study 
My name is Penny Portman and I am a doctoral student in 
the School of Education at the University of Massachusetts. 
My research interests focus on improving curriculum and 
instruction for physical education classes in the public 
schools. In particular, I am interested in a) how children 
of different ability levels learn motor skills, b) patterns 
of communication between students and the teacher, and c) 
how boys and girls of different skill levels relate to each 
other in class. Accordingly, I would like to identify 
several 6th grade sites where I could observe physical 
education classes and interview both the teacher and a few 
students. I want to emphasize that my purpose is not to 
evaluate your work as a teacher. My interest is in how 
particular pupils learn and interact in class. 
Organization 
My intent is observe two sixth grade class for 
approximately six weeks. I would try and be as unobtrusive 
as possible while observing and would not interrupt your 
work at any time. The interviews with the students and you 
would be done outside of physical education class time. I 
would like to interview you three times over the course of 
the observation period, once near the beginning, once in the 
middle, and once near the end. Each interview would last no 
more than 30 minutes and would be tape recorded. 
I have received permission from your school principal 
and the district administration. If you are willing to 
participate in this study, I will talk with you to identify 
the class to be observed and will ask you to distribute and 
collect permission forms from the parents or guardians of 
the students in the selected class. 
Finally, in that I am interested in interactions of 
students of differing and similar skill levels, I will ask 
you to do the following: a) in advance of each unit, draw 
up a list which groups the students into three skill levels 
(high, middle, and low) based on your knowledge of your 
students and on what you have observed in the class this 
year, and b) with my help administer a simple skill related 
test on the first day of each of the two units? Both of 
these procedures will help me in identifying the skill 
levels of the students. 
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Anonymity 
I will do everything possible to protect your privacy 
and anonymity. In documents which may result from the 
interviews and observations, pseudonyms will be substituted 
for all names of your students, school, and school district. 
I will ask you to choose a name for yourself to be used in 
all recorded material. At no time during interviews with 
students will I discuss anything you have said in previous 
interviews. I will use materials from the interviews and 
observations in my dissertation, and possibly in subsequent 
journal articles, presentations, and related academic work. 
Sharing of study results 
Once the observations are completed and the interview 
information analyzed, I would be pleased to share the 
results of my study with you. 
Withdrawal 
While consenting at this time to participate in this 
study, you may withdraw at any time during the project. You 
also may withdraw your consent to have specific excerpts 
from your interview used in any document by notifying me 
within two weeks of the conclusion of the observation 
period. 
Agreement 
In signing this form, you agree to the use of the 
materials and observations as indicated above. If I desire 
to use the materials from the study in any other way not 
consistent with what is stated above, I will contact you to 
obtain additional written consent. 
In signing this form, you are also assuring me that you 
will make no financial claims on me for the use of the 
material in the study. 
I will be pleased to answer any questions you have 
concerning the study. Please call me at home (413) 247-9258 
or at the University of Massachusetts (413) 545-2323. 
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I, _ 
the above statement and agree to participate 
under the conditions stated above. 
_ have read 
in the study 
Signature of Participant 
Date 
Penny Portman 
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Parent 
21 January 1991 
To: Parents or guardians of students in Ms 
physical education class. 
I am Penny Portman, a doctoral student in Physical Education 
at the University of Massachusetts. My interests include 
improving physical education classes in public schools. As 
a part of my dissertation study, I am interested in learning 
how students of different skill levels relate to each other 
in class. 
Your child’s class has been selected to participate in a 
brief study. I will be observing their physical education 
class every day for about six weeks. 
Three times during the observation period, I will interview 
the physical education teacher and a few students in the 
class. I will be asking students questions about the class, 
what they are learning and what they find difficult or easy. 
Interviews will last no longer than 20 minutes. The 
interviews will be held outside of the physical education 
class period, and in another part of the school. If your 
child is selected for an interview, I will not take him or 
her out of any class during academic instruction. 
In all documents that may result from my study, I will not 
use your child’s name, the name of the school, the name of 
the district, or the name of the teacher. In addition, at 
no time will I discuss anything your child has said with 
their physical education teacher or with any other person at 
the school. 
If you are willing to have your daughter or son be 
interviewed during my study, please sign the accompanying 
form and have your child return it to their physical 
education teacher. I already have obtained the permission 
of the district administration, the principal of _ 
school, and the consent and cooperation of the physical 
education teacher. 
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Participation is entirely voluntary, and whether you give 
your permission or chose not to do so will have no influence 
on your child’s program or grade for the class. I also will 
explain my work to all the children in the class and, of 
course, will ask your daughter or son’s permission before 
including them in any way. 
If you have further questions, please do not hesitate to 
call me at my home (413) 247-9258. Thank you for your 
cooperation. 
Sincerely, 
Penny Portman 
Doctoral Candidate 
Dr. L.F. Locke 
Dissertation Committee Chairperson 
PERMISSION FORM 
I have read the proceeding information and understand 
the request for my cooperation. I give my permission for my 
child _ 
to be observed and interviewed. If I have additional 
questions, I will contact: 
Penny Portman 
Totman Building 
University of Massachusetts 
Home phone (413) 247-9258 
Signature 
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Student 
4 February 1990 
Hello: 
My name is Ms. Portman. I am a student at the University of 
Massachusetts. Ms. Brown has given me permission to visit 
and observe your physical education class for several weeks. 
I am interested in what students are learning and which 
activities are easy or hard for students to do. 
While I am here I will be writing down some of the things 
your class is doing so that it will be easy for me to 
remember them later, when I am not here. Also, I would like 
to meet with you several times (during lunch, study period, 
or recess) to talk about your physical education classes. 
You already have returned the note that Ms. Brown gave you 
to take home for your parent or guardian to read and sign. 
It described what I will be doing here and it asked their 
permission to talk with you. I also would like to have your 
permission -- which means that you agree to let me watch 
while you are doing things Ms. Brown asks you to do in 
class, and to talk with you about how you think you are 
doing. 
If this is alright with you, please sign in the space below 
marked "STUDENT'' so that I know you understand what I will 
be doing. If you would rather not have me watch you working 
in class or talk with you, do not sign this sheet and pass 
it back to me unmarked. Whether you sign or decide not to 
sign will not affect your grade in Ms. Brown’s class in any 
way. 
Thank you for your cooperation. 
Ms Penny Portman "STUDENT" 
APPENDIX B 
INSTRUMENT 
The Teacher-Child Dyadic Interaction System (Brophy & 
Good, 1969) was developed to determine whether any 
particular student or group of students was the recipient of 
more or fewer teacher interactions than other students in 
the classroom. The original coding system was designed to 
record the frequencies of response opportunities in reading 
and recitation turns in the class as a whole, and the 
frequency and type of interactions between the teacher and 
each student. 
For this study, no record was made of group 
interactions. Only instances of communication which clearly 
were between two individuals, student and student or teacher 
and student, will be coded. When there is any doubt about 
the intended recipient of an interaction -- no record was 
made. 
Three types of teacher-student contacts were identified 
by the instrument. These were work-related contacts, 
procedural contacts, and behavioral contacts. For this 
study, these original categories were expanded to include a 
fourth contact category here called "extraneous contacts" 
(Brophy & Good, 1970). Extraneous contacts were all 
interactions with content not directly related to conduct of 
the class. Extraneous contacts included interactions in 
which teacher or students teased or joked with each other or 
engaged in personal conversations which had nothing to do 
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with class management or skill practice. Such conversations 
included such topics as social activities, sport and 
athletic events, and home or school situations. 
For coding, the contact was identified and coded 
according to whether it was initiated by the teacher or by a 
student. A mark of "T" or "S" was used, with the exception 
of the low-skilled students. Each of the low-skilled 
students was identified by a letter. If one of the low- 
skilled students initiated the contact, the identifying 
letter was used e.g., "A”, "B", etc. 
Next, the interaction was coded to indicate the 
recipient of the contact. The same coding system as above 
was used "T" , ”S”, or a letter "A” etc. Thus, a teacher who 
commented about the football game to a low skilled student 
was coded "T-B" under the category for extraneous contacts. 
Descriptions of the Contact Categories 
Work-related contacts included those contacts relating 
to completion of assigned tasks e.g., clarification of 
directions, giving help on how to complete the assignment, 
and giving feedback on work already done. 
1. Clarification of directions (repeating the task, 
explaining the task in a different way, etc.). 
2. Soliciting/giving help (use of key words, helpful 
hints, asking questions, etc.). 
3. Giving skill related feedback (process, product, 
general, positive, negative, etc.). 
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In all work-related contacts, the interactions between the 
teacher and student, the student and teacher, or the student 
and another student were recorded. 
Procedural contacts were initiated by either teacher or 
student. These contacts included reminding and soliciting. 
Reminding occurred whenever the teacher or another student 
reminded a student of previously established policies, 
rules, or regulations. Soliciting contacts also included 
student to student or student to teacher interactions. They 
occurred whenever a student requested information of a 
management nature (for example: indicates need for new or 
different equipment, asked help in setting up or taking down 
equipment, requested permission to rotate from one station 
to another). 
Behavioral contacts were coded whenever the teacher or 
a student commented on another student’s behavior. 
Behavioral contacts most often consisted of praise, warning, 
or criticism. 
Intraobserver reliability was established for the 
investigator. A 6th grade physical education class was 
videotaped as a part of the pilot study. The researcher 
coded the videotape for contacts between teacher and 
students and students to students. One week later, the 
researcher coded the same videotape as before. Although 
intraboserver reliability was not reported by Brophy and 
Good (1969), a simple tally measure established the 
intraobserver reliability for this investigator at .92. 
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Interobserver reliability, also, was established for 
the investigator. A two week training and practice period 
was necessary to establish interobserver reliability. A 
colleague trained in the use of the interaction instrument 
coded three 5 minute segments from different video tapes. 
The coding scores by the colleagues were compared to the 
scores coded by the investigator for the same three segments 
of video tapes. 
Subsequent checks insured reliability was maintained 
between coders. In addition to the initial establishment of 
reliability, the expert coded with the investigator two 
times during the observation. Reported interobserver 
reliability for use of the instrument in its original form 
was established at 80% for all categories (Brophy & Good, 
1969). The interobserver reliability for this study ranged 
between .82 and .91. 
APPENDIX C 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
Student 
Interviews with students occurred at three different 
times over each unit during the observation period. The 
first set of interview took place within the first week of 
the first unit. The second set of interviews took place 
within two weeks of the first interviews. The third set of 
interviews took place during the last two weeks of the 
unit. The intent of the interviews and the groupings of 
students varied with each set of interviews. 
INTERVIEW I: For this first set of interviews, 2 groups of 
5 students each were grouped homogeneously by gender and 
heterogeneously by skill. All of the low skilled students 
were embedded within one of the two groups. The other 
students were randomly selected from the teacher generated 
list of high and middle skilled students in the class. 
The intent of the first interview was to: 
1) establish rapport with the students, 2) gain baseline 
information about their perception of physical education 
class, and 3) discuss their likes and dislikes concerning 
class procedures, routines, and activities. The interview 
design included: 
1) Introduce myself 
2) Ask students what they had done in physical 
education classes before the current unit?, what units were 
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their favorites?, which units, if any, did they not like and 
why? 
3) Students were asked to describe the use of grading, 
fitness tests, squad formations, chosing teams etc. and how 
they felt about each 
4) Students were asked to individually write responses 
to two incomplete sentences. One sentence would begin "I 
really like physical education class when." and the 
second sentence would begin "I really don’t like physical 
education class when." . 
5) Finally, students were thanked for their 
participation. 
INTERVIEW II: For this second set of interviews, all low 
skilled students and selected other students picked from the 
teacher’s skill groupings of students were interviewed. The 
intent of this set of interviews was to: 1) continue to 
develop rapport with the students, 2) describe their 
feelings about their physical education class, 3) determine 
self ascriptions of success and failures in the units 
observed to date, and to 4) identify perceptions of 
supportive or nonsupportive behaviors from the teacher or 
classmates. The interview design would include: 
1) Students were asked to describe the behaviors of 
high-, middle-, and low-skilled students in the observed 
unit 
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2) Students were asked a series of reflective 
questions, for example: How would you describe your skills 
in the current unit? What would the rest of the class say? 
Your teacher? How do you feel about that? 
3) Do you think you have gotten any better in . 
since last year? Why or why not? Who, if anyone, has 
helped you get better? Why were you helped? How does that 
make you feel? 
4) Are there students in the class who receive more 
help and attention from the teacher than others? What kinds 
of things do they do to receive help or attention from the 
teacher? How would you describe their behavior? Does the 
teacher pay attention to you? If so, when? How do you feel 
when the teacher gives you some attention? 
INTERVIEW III: For this third set of interviews, students 
were interviewed individually and only the low skilled 
students were interviewed. The intent of these interviews 
was to: 1) examine whether low skilled students detect any 
differences in the way they are treated by the teacher and 
other students, 2) ascertain the student’s response to such 
differential treatment, 3) explore how low skilled students 
explain their own success or failure in the physical 
education class. The interview design included: 
1) Ask the student to describe a time when he/she did 
really well in (use an example from this class).... What 
reasons did you give (luck, ability???)? What if you muck 
up What reasons would you give? What do other 
student’s say? What about your teacher? How did you fe 
in either situation? 
2) Ask students to describe a time when she/he was 
unsuccessful in class. Reasons? Reaction of other 
students? The teacher? How did you feel? 
3) Ask the students to describe changes in the 
structure or activities in the physical education class 
which they would like to make. Why would they want the 
changes to be made? What experiences would they like to 
have in physical education class? 
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Student Interview 1 
1. Pass out permission forms-have student’s read through 
and sign if they want. Excuse those who don’t choose to 
sign. Thank those who decide to sign. 
Have those remaining to fill out the "I really like...” 
f orm. 
Explain one person talks at a time. Everyone gets a 
chance to talk. Tape recording so I can listen better to 
what you are saying. 
INTENT OF INTERVIEW: 
-This is the first of three interviews some will have 
with me. Today I would like you to tell me about your 
physical education class. For example. 
-WHAT DO YOU DO IN PE? 
-WHAT ACTIVITIES HAVE YOU DONE THIS YEAR/ 
-DESCRIBE WHAT HAPPENS FROM THE TIME YOU ENTER THE 
PHYSICAL EDUCATION SPACE UNTIL YOU LEAVE. 
-DO YOU GET GRADES IN PE/ IF SO,HOW DOES THE TEACHER 
GRADE. 
-WHAT THINGS DO YOU HAVE TO DO TO GET A GOOD GRADE IN 
PE? 
-HOW DID YOU FILL OUT THE SENTENCE ..."I really like 
PE when.? Ask for examples 
-HOW DID YOU FILL OUT THE SENTENCE..."I really don’t 
like PE when.? Ask for examples 
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Thank students for coming. 
hmmm, that’s interesting, can you tell me more, can you 
think of a time that happened to you, why did you say 
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Student Interview 2 
Secure Student Permission from those new students 
Reminder of one person talking at a time-and the use of the 
tape recorder. 
I want to thank you for talking with me. Today I want to 
ask you about what you are doing right now in your pe class. 
1. You have been doing basketball for the past four weeks 
now, How do you think the unit is going for most students? 
Do they like it? Are they catching on to basketball? How 
are you doing yourself? 
2. Have you done the activity before? If so, when???? 
3. Do you think you have gotten better since the beginning 
of the unit? If yes, why??? If no, why not??? 
4. Are some kids really good at basketball? Are there some 
kids who really don’t have enough skill to learn or play? 
Describe what a high skilled player does in this 
unit.... 
Describe what a middle skilled player does... 
Describe what a low skilled player does... 
5. How would you describe your own skill level in this 
unit? 
6. How would the teacher describe your skill level (same as 
your idea or does she think you are better or worse at 
basketball than you do? 
...How would other students describe your skill level (would 
they think you are better, the same, or worse than you do) 
7. Does your skill in basketball make a difference to the 
teacher? How do you know that? 
8. If appropriate...Do you think the teacher gives more 
attention to students of certain skill levels? Why? 
you feel about that (is it ok or not)? 
How 
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Student Interview 3 Low-Skilled Students Only 
1. Think of a time when you did really well in physical 
education this year? Please describe it to me. 
How did you feel afterwards? 
Did other students say anything to you after the event? 
What about the teacher? Did she say anything to you? 
Why do you think you did well that time? 
2. Think of a time you didn’t do well in your physical 
education class this year and describe that time to me? 
How did you feel afterwards? 
Did any students say anything to you? 
What about the teacher? 
Why do you think you didn’t do well that time? 
3. If you could change anything in physical education 
class, what would you change? 
Why would you want to make that change? 
What do you think should go on in a physical education 
class? How is that the same or different from the class you 
are currently taking? 
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Teacher 
The physical education teachers each were interviewed 
three times over the observation period. The first 
interview was held within the first days of the first units. 
The second interview was either at the end of the first unit 
or at the beginning of the second unit. The third interview 
was held within two days of the conclusion of the final 
unit. 
The intent of the first interview was to acquaint the 
researcher with the curriculum, the daily routines of the 
class, and the unit plan. Questions which were asked 
included: 
a) Could you tell me about your program? 
b) What do your classes do as a matter of routine, on a 
day to day basis? 
c) How are you going to teach the first unit to be 
observed? 
d) What general expectations do you have for student 
effort and achievement? Do you expect any particular 
student to do unusually poorly or well in the unit? 
e) Are you particularly concerned about the class 
behavior or performance of any students? If so, for what 
reasons? 
The second interview asked the teacher to reflect on 
the first unit taught and to discuss the upcoming unit. 
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Questions which were asked the teacher included: 
a) How do you feel the unit went? 
b) Were your initial concerns born out? 
c) Do you feel that students improved their skill 
perfomance? If not, why not? 
d) Would you do anything differently if you were to 
teach this unit to the same grade level next year? 
e) What, if anything, will you do differently in the 
next unit? 
f) How are you going to teach this unit? 
g) What general expectations do you have for student 
effort and achievement? Do you expect any particular 
student to do unusually poorly or well in the unit? 
h) Are you particularity concerned about the class 
behavior or performance of any studen? If so, for what 
reasons? 
The third interview asked the teacher to reflect on the 
previously taught unit. The same questions as those asked 
in the second interview were used. 
APPENDIX D 
PILOT STUDY 
A pilot study was conducted to test the student 
interview questions, to confirm and develop my ability to 
take field observation notes, and to establish reliability 
for the use of the interaction recording system. 
Interview Questions: 
The student interview questions were piloted with both 
individual and groups of sixth grade students. The 
interview were comprised of questions selected from all 
three of the interview sets (see Appendix D). The 
interviews were tape recorded. Two members of my committee 
with expertise in interviewing listened to the tapes and 
provided critical feedback concerning my use of interviewing 
skills and the appropriateness of the questions employed. 
Field Notes: 
I watched several physical education classes and took 
field notes describing the routine of the class, 
instructions, learning tasks, and participation behaviors 
exhibited by students. The field notes were supplemented, 
edited, and typed. Two members of the committee reviewed 
these and provided critical feedback concerning my ability 
to take field notes which described the physical 
surroundings, class procedures, and behaviors of teachers 
and students. 
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Observation System: 
In a like manner, several physical education classes 
were selected to assess my ability to use the interaction 
observation system under conditions of live field recording. 
I coded the interactions between the teacher and all 
students in the class for the first 10 minutes of the class. 
The remaining time, I selected a different student every 
five minutes to record all interactions with both the 
teacher and other students. At least one of these classes 
was videotaped. The video tape of the class was used to 
check both the intraobserver reliability of the researcher, 
and, with the help of a second observer trained for the 
purpose, the level of interobserver agreement for the 
primary recording categories of the Brophy Good Dyadic 
♦ Interaction Instrument. 
APPENDIX E 
INTERVIEW ANALYSIS CATEGORIES 
Teacher’s Interviews 
Materials related to the following categories will be 
transcribed. 
a) expression of teacher’s disposition towards low skilled 
students, 
b) expression of teacher’s intention to individualize the 
curriculum or instruction for low-skilled students, and 
c) expression of teacher’s expectation for low skilled 
students’ skill performance. 
Student Group 
Material 
transcribed. 
a) expressi 
of different 
b) expressi 
of the other 
c ) expressi 
dissatisfacti 
the physical 
d) expressi 
dissatisfacti 
e ) expressi 
dissatisf acti 
of motor abil 
Interviews (Interviews I and II) 
s related to the following categories 
on of a student’s disposition towards 
skill levels than themselves, 
on of a student’s disposition towards 
gender, 
on of a student’s satisfaction or 
on with the content, routines, and pol 
education class, and 
on of a student’s satisfaction or 
on with student and teacher behaviors. 
on of a student’s satisfaction or 
on with their performance in the class 
ity, or physical characteristics. 
will be 
students 
students 
icies of 
, level 
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f) expression of any ascription for a student’s level of 
motor skill performance. 
g) expression of any anticipation for a student’s 
continued success or failure. 
APPENDIX F 
FIELD NOTES ANALYSIS CATEGORIES 
The field note transcripts and interview pieces were 
sorted into several categories. Some categories which were 
identified are: 
a) Interactions with low skilled students 
b) Student behavior to assigned tasks 
--attempted or not attempted the task 
--sought to avoid, successful or unsuccessful 
--modified task, harder or easier 
c) Participation patterns in class routines 
d) Appropriate student dress for class activities 
e) Attributions made for successful and unsuccessful 
skill attempts within the physical education class 
f) Differential treatment of students by other students 
or teacher 
APPENDIX G 
BIOGRAPHY 
Background 
My name is Penelope Ann Portman (Penny) and I am a 
doctoral candidate in the School of Education at the 
University of Massachusetts. During my course of study, I 
have taken topical research seminars on teacher development 
(preservice and inservice), qualitative research, social 
issues, power and empowerment, and seminars with my doctoral 
colleagues. Throughout, I have been a Graduate Teaching 
Assistant and have taught undergraduate and graduate level 
courses. In addition, primarily through our inservice 
extension program, Second Wind, I have held workshops on 
curriculum development for school districts and am currently 
working as a consultant with one school district for a 
second year. 
For 16 years prior to entering the doctoral program, I 
was a physical education teacher in elementary and secondary 
schools. I have experience both in teaching and 
coordinating elementary school physical education programs. 
Since completing my Master’s program at the University of 
South Carolina, I have incorporated a movement education 
approach in my teaching, especially in the areas of dance 
and gymnastics and a skill themes approach to teaching game 
skills. 
In addition to teaching physical education, I have been 
a volunteer with a not-for-profit, non-governmental 
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organization which had as one of its goals the awakening and 
empowering of disenfranchised people around the world. To 
this end, I have worked in community development projects in 
the inner city of Chicago, and rural villages in France, 
Belgium, Kenya, and Egypt. 
My area of research interest centers first on changing 
the nature and structure of physical education classes in 
the public schools. Both my master’s thesis on catching, 
and my dissertation on low skilled students, as well as the 
inservice consultation work I do, support this primary 
research interest. Secondly, I am interested in the 
socialization of undergraduate physical education majors. 
To this end, I am part of a research team studying the 
physical education and sports background, family history, 
facilitators and attractors, and career plans of physical 
education majors currently enrolled in 26 universities and 
colleges across the United States. 
My interest in and concern for the low skilled student 
emerged from my own teaching background and being puzzled 
about what to "do" with the student who wasn’t "going to get 
it" within the scope of my physical education class. As 
part of my master’s program, I worked with developmentally 
delayed children with neurological dysfunction. For the 
first time I began to develop lessons solely to help the low 
skilled child to improve. In addition, applying a skill 
themeto teaching games and a movement approach to teaching 
dance and gymnastics gave me alternatives to the competitive 
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team games, Olympic gymnastics approach I had been using 
previously. Since attempting to tinker with both the 
curriculum and effective teaching strategies at my last 
elementary physical education position, I now realize that 
one must change not only these things, but how physical 
education is conceived (as an competitive activity for the 
motor elite). My dissertation research marks my attempt to 
understand one aspect of the physical education class, those 
disadvantaged in physical education. 
Expectations: 
There are some things which, based on my expertise and 
experience, I expect to find in the data gathered for this 
study. First, I expect to find that low skilled students 
receive less skill-related feedback and more behavioral 
feedback from the teachers than other students in the class. 
Second, I expect that the curriculum will be competitive in 
design and intent. Third, I expect some students to support 
and encourage other students, while some will act in ways to 
discourage some students in the class. Generally, I expect 
the higher skilled to be more accommodating to low skilled 
students than the middle skill group. Finally, I would 
expect the teacher to express general awareness of the need 
to treat students of varying skill levels equally, but to do 
little in their classes which specifically responds to that 
need. 
I am aware of the danger inherent in such anticipations 
and will employ weekly meetings with the chairperson to 
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discuss the contents of my 
remaining sensitive to the 
expectations for empirical 
research log as a means to 
possibility of substituting 
observations. 
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Table 1 
Summary of School Sites 
SCHOOL 
TEACHER 
STUDENTS 
PE PER WEEK 
UNITS OBS. 
LENGTH OF UNIT 
EMPHASIS 
Alpine 
3-6 
Mary Beth 
22 years 
College Prep 
1002 white 
once 50 min 
Basketball 
Volleyball 
BB = 4 days 
VB = 6 days 
Strategy/ 
game play 
2 Girls 
Beacon 
K-6 
Erma 
10 
1/2 Transient 
502 white 
2 x 45 min 
Volleyball 
Softball 
VB = 8 times 
Soft = 7 times 
Game play 
2 Girls 
Clinton 
6-8 
Retriever 
27 
College Prep 
982 white 
3 x 50 min 
Basketball 
Volleyball 
BB = 11 times 
VB = 10 times 
Skills/ 
game play 
2 Boys 3 Girls 
4 Girls 
NO OF LSS 
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Table 2 
Summary of Low-Skilled Students' Failure Avoidance Behaviors 
Attributions for Success, and Attributions for Failure 
Fiona Withdrawal 
Socializing 
Acts out frustration 
Practice but 
.  
Teacher insensitivity 
Lack of confidence 
Gretcnen Complains to teacher Previous success Inability 
Heather Taunting others 
Announces failure 
in advance 
Luck 
Ability 
Inability 
Janice Socializing 
Complains to teacher 
Previous experience Lack of confidence 
Inability 
Marsha Quiet 
Action avoidance 
Credits self Lack of interest 
Inability 
Martin Withdrawal Effort 
Practice 
Adverse comments 
Mary Quiet Effort Inability 
Melanie Keep trying 
Action avoidance 
Luck 
Ability 
Practice 
Lack of interest 
Attitude of boys 
Norma Keep trying Previous experience 
Effort • 
Inability 
Lack of teacher help 
Patricia Competent bystander 
Socializing 
Previous experience 
Don’t know why 
Incompetence of teacher 
Paul Quiet Luck 
Practice 
Lack of effort 
Phoebe Keep trying Teacher help 
Practice 
Gain in confidence 
Inability 
Yasmine Statue 
Discounts failure 
Withdrawal 
Action avoidance 
Luck Fear of ball 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
American Association for Health, Physical Education, and 
Recreation. (1967). Volleyball skills test manual. 
Washington D.C.: American Association for Health, Physical 
Education, and Recreation. 
Brophy J., & T. Good. (1969). Teacher-child dyadic 
interaction: A manual for coding classroom behavior. 
(Report Series No. 27). University of Texas, Austin: 
The Research and Development Center for Teacher Education. 
Buck, M., & Harrison, J. (1990). An analysis of game play in 
volleyball. Journal of Teaching in Physical Education. 
10(1), 21-37. 
Clifford, M., & Walster, E. (1973). The effects of physical 
attractiveness on teachers’ expectations. Sociology of 
Education. 4_6, 248-285. 
Covington, M., & Berry, R. (1976). Self-worth and school 
learning. New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston. 
Duda, R. (1981). A cross-cultural analysis of achievement 
motivation in sport and the classroom. Unpublished 
doctoral dissertation, University of Illinois, Champaign. 
Dunbar, R., & O’Sullivan, M. (1986). Effects of intervention 
of differential treatment of boys and girls in elementary 
physical education lessons. Journal of Teaching in 
Physical Education. .6( 5 ), 166-175. 
Dweck, C., Davidson, W., Nelson, S., & Enna, B. (1976). 
Sex differences in learned helplessness: (II) The 
contingencies of evaluative feedback in the classroom 
and (III) An experimental analysis. Unpublished 
manuscript, University of Illinois at Urbana- 
Champaign. 
Dweck. C., & Wortman, C. (1982). Learned helplessness, 
anxiety, and achievement motivation: Neglected 
parallels in cognitive, affective, and coping responses. 
In H. Krohne & L. Laux (Eds.), Achievement, stress, and 
anxiety (pp. 93-126). New York: Hemisphere Publishing. 
Forsyth, D., & McMillan, J. (1981). Attribution, affect, 
and expectations: A test of Weiner’s three-diminsional 
model. Journal of Educational Psychology. 73. 393-403. 
211 
French, K., Rink, J., & Werner, P. (1991). The effects of 
practice progressions on learning two volleyball skills. 
Journal of Teaching in Physical Education. 10. 111-123. 
Glencross, D. (1978). Output and response processes 
in motor skills. In G.C. Roberts & K.M. Newell (Eds.) 
Psychology of motor behavior and sport (pp. 67-78). 
Champaign: Human Kinetics. 
Good, T. (1983). Research on classroom teaching. In 
L. Shulman, & G. Sykes (Eds.), Handbook of teaching and 
policy (pp. 42-74). New York: Longman. 
Griffin, P. (1981). One small step for personkind: 
Observations and suggestions for sex equity in 
coeducational physical education classes. Journal of 
Teaching in Physical Education. Introductory Issue, 12-17. 
Griffin, P. (1985). Boy’s participation styles in a middle 
school physical education team sport unit. Journal of 
Teaching in Physical Education. 4.(1), 100-110. 
Gubbay, S. (1975). The clumsy child. Philadelphia: 
Saunders. 
Haubenstricker, J. (1982). Motor development in children 
with learning disabilities. Journal of Physical Education 
Recreation, and Dance. JL3 ( 5 ) , 41-43. 
Haubenstricker, J., & Seefeldt, V. (1974, March). Sequential 
progression of fundamental motor skills_of—children—with 
learning disabilities. Paper presented at the 
international conference of the Association for Children 
with Learning Disabilities, Houston. 
Haubenstricker, J., Branta, C., and Seelfedt, V. (1983, 
May). Standards of performance for throwing and 
catching. Paper presented at the annual conference of 
the North American Society for the Psychology of Sport 
and Physical Activity, Eat Lansing. 
Heider, F. (1958). The psychology of interpersonal 
relations. New York: Wiley. 
Henderson, S., & Hall, D. (1982). Concomitants of 
clumsiness in young school children. Developmental 
Medicine and Child Neurology, 24> 448-460. 
Keogh, J., Sugden, D., Reynard, C., & Calknis, J. (1979). 
Identification of clumsy children: Comparisons and 
comments. Journal of Human Movement Studies, 5(1), 3^-41. 
212 
Leinhardt, G., Seewald, A., & Engel, M. (1979). Learning 
what’s taught: Sex differences in instruction. 
Journal of Educational Psychology. 74. 432-439. 
Martinek, T., & Johnson, S. (1979). Teacher expectations: 
Effects on dyadic interaction and self-concept in 
elementary-age children. Research Quarterly. 50. 60-70. 
McAuley, E., Russel, R., & Gross, J. (1983). Affective 
consequences of winning and losing: An attributional 
analysis. Journal of Sport Psychology. j>, 278-287. 
Nicholls, J. (1984).Conceptions of ability and achievement 
motivation. In R. Ames & C. Ames (Eds.). Research on 
motivation in education. 1, 39-73. New York: Academic 
Press. 
Oien, F. (1979). Teacher behavior directed toward individual 
students in physical education classes: Perceived student 
skill and personality as variables. Unpublished doctoral 
dissertation, University of Massachusetts, Amherst. 
Rink,J., French, K., Werner, P., Lynn, S., & Mays, A. 
(1990, February). The influence of content development 
on the effectiveness of instruction. Paper presented at 
the annual Southern District Conference of American 
Alliance for Health, Physical Education, Recreation, and 
Dance, Chattanooga, TN. 
Robinson, D. (1990). An attributional analysis of student 
demoralization in physical education settings. Quest. 
42(1), 27-39. 
Rosenthal, R. (1974). On the social psychology of the self- 
fulfilling prophesy: Further evidence for Pygmalion 
effects and their mediating mechanisms. New York: MSS 
Modular Publications. 
Rutter, M., Graham, P., & Yule, W. (1970). A 
neuropsychiatric study in childhood. Clinics in 
Developmental Medicine. No. 35 and 36. 
Solomons, H. (1980). Sex role mediation of achievement 
behaviors and interpersonal interactions in sex 
integrated team games. In E. Pepitone (Ed.) Children 
in cooperation and competition (pp. 321-364). 
Lexington, MA: Heath. 
Spaulding, R. (1963). Achievement, creativity, and self- 
concept correlates of teacher-pupil transactions in 
elementary schools. (Cooperative Research Report No. 
1352). Washington D.C.: United States Department of 
Health, Education, and Welfare. 
Sugden, D., & Keogh, J. (1990). Problems in movement 
skill development. Columbia, SC: University of South 
Carolina Press. 
Webster. (1984). Webster’s II New Riverside Dictionary. 
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 3. 
Weiner, B. (1984). Principles for a theory of student 
motivation and their application within an attributiona 
framework. In R. Ames & C. Ames (Eds.), Research on 
motivation in education (pp. 15-38). New York: 
Academic Press. 
Weiner, B. (1985). An attributional theory of achievement 
motivation and emotion. Psychological Review. 92. 
548-573. 
Williams, H. (1981). Neurological correlates of motor 
development: A review for practitioners. In A. Morris 
(Ed.), Motor development: Theory into practice 
(pp. 31-40). Phoenix: Candlewood Printers. 


